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Chapter 1 

Kahlan stood quietly in the shadows, watching, as evil knocked 
softly on the door. Huddled under the small overhang, off to the side, 
she hoped that no one would answer that knock. As much as she 
would like to spend the night in out of the rain, she didn’t want 
trouble to visit innocent people. She knew, though, that she had no 
say in the matter. 

The light of a single lantern flickered weakly through the slender 
windows to either side of the door, reflecting a pale, shimmering glow 
off the wet floor of the portico. The sign overhead, hung by two iron 
rings, grated and squealed each time it swung back and forth in the 
wind-borne rain. Kahlan was able to make out the spectral white 
shape of a horse painted on the dark, wet sign. The light from the 
windows wasn’t enough to enable her to read the name, but because 
the other three women with her had talked of little else for days, 
Kahlan knew that the name would be the White Horse Inn. 

By the smell of manure and wet hay, she judged that one of the 
dark buildings nearby had to be a stable. In the sporadic displays of 
distant lightning, she could just make out the hulking shoulders of 
dark structures standing like ghosts beyond the billowing sheets of 
rain. Despite the steady roar of the deluge and the rumble of thunder, 
it appeared that the village was sound asleep. Kahlan could think of 
no better place to be on such a dark and wretched night than bundled 
up under bed covers, safe and warm. 

A horse in the nearby stable whinnied when Sister Ulicia knocked a 
second time, louder, more insistently, evidently intending herself to be 
heard over the riot of rain, yet not so loud as to sound hostile. Sister 
Ulicia, a woman given to reckless impulse, seemed to be taking a 
deliberately restrained approach. Kahlan didn’t know why, but 
imagined that it had to do with the reason they were there. It also 
might have been nothing more than the random nature of her moods. 
Like lightning, the woman’s smoldering bad temper was not only 
dangerous but unpredictable. Kahlan couldn’t always tell exactly when 
Sister Ulicia would lash out, and just because she so far hadn’t didn’t 
mean that she wouldn’t. Neither of the other two Sisters was in any 
better mood or any less inclined toward losing their temper. Kahlan 
supposed that soon enough the three of them would be happy and 
quietly celebrating the reunion. 

Lightning flashed close enough that the blinding but halting 
incandescence briefly revealed a whole street of buildings crowded 
close around the muddy, rutted road. Thunder boomed through the 
mountainous countryside and shook the ground beneath their feet. 


Kahlan wished that there was something—like the way lightning 
revealed things otherwise hidden in the obscurity of night—that could 
help illuminate the hidden memories of her past and bring to light 
what was concealed by the murky mystery of who she was. She had a 
fierce longing to be free of the Sisters, a burning desire to live her own 
life—to know what her life really was. That much she knew about 
herself. She knew, too, that her convictions had to be founded in 
experience. It was obvious to her that there had to be something there 
—people and events—that had helped make her the woman she was, 
but try as she might to recall them, they were lost to her. 

That terrible day she stole the boxes for the Sisters, she had 
promised herself that someday she would find the truth of who she 
was, and she would be free. 

When Sister Ulicia knocked a third time, a muffled voice came from 
inside. 

“I heard you!” It was a man’s voice. His bare feet thumped down 
wooden stairs. “Ill be right there! A moment, please!” 

His annoyance at having been awakened in the middle of the night 
was layered over with forced deference to potential customers. 

Sister Ulicia turned a sullen look on Kahlan. “You know that we 
have business here.” She lifted a cautionary finger before Kahlan’s 
face. “Don’t you even think of giving us any trouble, or you’ll get what 
you got the last time.” 

Kahlan swallowed at the reminder. “Yes, Sister Ulicia.” 

“Tovi had better have gotten us a room,” Sister Cecilia complained. 
“Tm in no mood to be told the place is full.” 

“There will be room,” Sister Armina said with soothing assurance, 
cutting off Sister Cecilia’s habit of always assuming the worst. 

Sister Armina wasn’t older, like Sister Cecilia, but nearly as young 
and attractive as Sister Ulicia. To Kahlan, though, their looks were 
insignificant in light of their inner nature. To Kahlan, they were 
vipers. 

“One way or another,” Sister Ulicia added under her breath as she 
glared at the door, “there will be room.” 

Lightning arced through the greenish, roiling clouds, releasing an 
earsplitting boom of thunder. 

The door opened a crack. The shadowed face of a man peered out at 
them as he worked to button up his trousers under his nightshirt. He 
moved his head a little to each side so that he could take in the 
strangers. 

Judging them to be less than dangerous, he pulled open the door 
and with a sweeping gesture ushered them inside. 

“Come on in, then,” he said. “All of you.” 


“Who is it?” A woman called out as she descended the stairs to the 
rear. She carried a lantern in one hand and held the hem of her 
nightdress up with the other so that she wouldn’t trip on it as she 
hurried down the steps. 

“Four women traveling in the middle of a rainy night,” the man told 
her, his gruff tone alluding to what he thought of such a practice. 

Kahlan froze in midstride. He’d said “four women.” 

He had seen all four of them and had remembered as much long 
enough to say so. As far as she could recall, such a thing had never 
happened before. No one but her masters, the four Sisters—the three 
with her and the one they had come to meet—ever remembered 
seeing her. 

Sister Cecilia shoved Kahlan in ahead of her, apparently not 
catching the significance of the remark. 

“Well for goodness’ sake,” the woman said as she hurried between 
the two plank tables. She tsked at the foul weather as the wind drove 
a rattle of rain against the windows. “Do get them in out of that awful 
weather, Orlan.” 

Streamers of fat raindrops chased them in the door, wetting a patch 
of pine floor. The man’s mouth twisted with displeasure as he pushed 
the door closed against a wet gust and then dropped the heavy iron 
bar back in the brackets to bolt the door. 

The woman, her hair gathered up in a loose bun, lifted her lantern a 
little as she peered at the late-night guests. Puzzled, she squinted as 
her gaze swept over the drenched visitors and then back again. Her 
mouth opened but then she seemed to forget what she had been about 
to say. 

Kahlan had seen that blank look a thousand times and knew that 
the woman only remembered seeing three callers. No one could ever 
remember seeing Kahlan long enough to say so. She was as good as 
invisible. Kahlan thought that maybe because of the darkness and rain 
the man, Orlan, had merely made a mistake when he’d said to his wife 
that there were four visitors. 

“Come in and get yourselves dry,” the woman said as she smiled in 
earnest warmth. She hooked a hand under Sister Ulicia’s arm, drawing 
her into the small gathering room. “Welcome to the White Horse Inn.” 

The other two Sisters, openly scrutinizing the room, took off their 
cloaks and gave them a quick shake before tossing them over a bench 
at one of the two tables. Kahlan noticed a single dark doorway at the 
back, beside the stairs. A fireplace made of stacked, flat stones took up 
most of the wall to the right. The air in the dimly lit room was warm 
and carried the distractingly enticing aroma of a stew in the iron pot 
hung from a crane pushed to the side of the hearth. Hot coals glowed 


out from under a thick layer of feathery ashes. 

“You three ladies look like drowned cats. You must be miserable.” 
The woman turned to the man and gestured. “Orlan, get the fire 
going.” 

Kahlan saw a young girl of maybe eleven or twelve years slip down 
the stairs just far enough so she could see into the room from under 
the low ceiling. Her long white nightdress with ruffled cuffs had a 
pony stitched in coarse brown thread on the front, with a row of loose 
strands of dark yarn making up the mane and tail. The girl sat on the 
steps to watch, tenting her nightdress over her bony knees. Her grin 
revealed big teeth that she had yet to grow into. Strangers arriving in 
the middle of the night apparently was an adventure at the White 
Horse Inn. Kahlan dearly hoped that that was all there would be to the 
adventure. 

Orlan, a big bear of a man, knelt at the hearth, stacking on a few 
sticks of wood. His thick, stubby fingers made the wedges of oak look 
to be little more than kindling. 

“What would possess you ladies to travel in the rain—at night?” he 
asked as he cast them a look over his shoulder. 

“We’re in a hurry to catch up with a friend of ours,” Sister Ulicia 
said, offering a meaningless smile. She kept her tone businesslike. 
“She was to meet us here. Her name is Tovi. She will be expecting us.” 

The man put a hand on his knee to help himself up. “Those guests 
who stay with us—especially in such troubled times—are pretty 
discreet. Most don’t give their names.” He lifted an eyebrow at Sister 
Ulicia. “Much like you ladies—not giving your names, that is.” 

“Orlan, they’re guests,” the woman scolded. “Wet, and no doubt 
tired and hungry, guests.” She flashed a smile. “Folks call me Emmy. 
My husband, Orlan, and I have run the White Horse since his parents 
passed away, years back.” Emmy gathered up three wooden bowls 
from a shelf. “You ladies must be famished. Let me get you some stew. 
Orlan, get some mugs and fetch these ladies some hot tea.” 

Orlan lifted a meaty hand on his way past, indicating the bowls his 
wife cradled in an arm. “You’re one short.” 

She twitched a frown at him. “No I’m not; I have three bowls.” 

Orlan pulled four mugs down from the top shelf of the hutch. 
“Right. Like I said, you’re one short.” 

Kahlan could hardly breathe. Something was very wrong. Sisters 
Cecilia and Armina had frozen dead still, their wide eyes fixed on the 
man. The significance of the couple’s chitchat had not escaped them. 

Kahlan glanced to the stairwell and saw the girl on the steps leaning 
toward them, gripping the rails, peering out, trying to fathom what 
her parents were talking about. 


Sister Armina snatched Sister Ulicia’s sleeve. “Ulicia,” she said in an 
urgent whisper through gritted teeth, “he sees—” 

Sister Ulicia shushed her. Her brow drew down in a dark glare as 
she turned her attention back to the man. 

“You are mistaken,” she said. “There are only three of us.” 

At the same time she was talking she prodded Kahlan with the stout 
oak rod she carried, shoving her farther back into the shadows behind, 
as if shadows alone would make Kahlan invisible to the man. 

Kahlan didn’t want to be in the shadows. She wanted to stand in the 
light and be seen—really seen. Such a thing had always seemed an 
impossible dream, but it had suddenly become a real possibility. That 
possibility had shaken the three Sisters. 

Orlan frowned at Sister Ulicia. Holding all four mugs in the grip of 
one meaty hand, he used his other to point out each visitor standing 
in his gathering room. “One, two, three’—he leaned to the side, 
looking around Sister Ulicia, to point at Kahlan—’four. Do you all 
want tea?” 

Kahlan blinked in astonishment. Her heart felt as if it had come up 
in her throat. He saw her... and remembered what he saw. 


Chapter 2 

“Tt can’t be,” Sister Cecilia whispered as she wrung her hands. She 
leaned toward Sister Ulicia, her eyes darting about. “It’s impossible.” 
Her familiar, incessant but meaningless smile was nowhere in 
evidence. 

“Something’s gone wrong...” Sister Armina’s voice trailed off when 
her sky blue eyes glanced Sister Ulicia’s way. 

“It’s nothing more than an anomaly,” Sister Ulicia growled under 
her breath as she leveled a dangerous look at the two of them. Never 
ones to be servile, the two nonetheless showed no evidence of wanting 
to argue with their stormy leader. 

In three strong strides Sister Ulicia closed the distance to Orlan. She 
seized the collar of his nightshirt in her fist. With her other hand she 
swished her oak rod in the direction of Kahlan, standing in the 
shadows back near the door. 

“What does she look like?” 

“Like a drowned cat,” Orlan said in ill humor, obviously not liking 
her hand on his collar. 

Kahlan knew without doubt that using such a tone of voice with 
Sister Ulicia was the wrong thing to do, but the Sister, instead of 
exploding in a rage, seemed to be just as astonished as Kahlan. 

“T know that, but what does she look like? Tell me what you see.” 

Orlan straightened, pulling his collar away from her grip. His 
features drew tight as he appraised the stranger only he and the 
Sisters saw standing in the weak light of the lanterns. 

“Thick hair. Green eyes. A very attractive woman. She’d look a lot 
better if she were dried out, although those wet things on her do tend 
to show off what she’s made of.” He began to smile in a way that 
Kahlan didn’t like one bit, even if she was overjoyed that he really saw 
her. “Mighty fine figure on her,” he added, more to himself than the 
Sister. 

His slow and deliberate evaluation made Kahlan feel naked. As his 
gaze roamed over her, he wiped the corner of his mouth with a 
thumb. She could hear it rasp against his stubble. One of the sticks of 
wood in the hearth caught flame, brightening the room in its 
flickering glow, letting him see even more. His gaze wandered 
upward, and then caught on something. 

“Her hair is as long as...” 

Orlan’s bawdy smile evaporated. 

He blinked in surprise. His eyes widened. “Dear spirits,” he 
whispered as his face went ashen. He dropped to a knee. “Forgive 
me,” he said, addressing Kahlan. “I didn’t recognize—” 

The room rang with a crack as Sister Ulicia whacked him across the 


top of the head with her oak rod, dropping him to both knees. 

“Silence!” 

“What’s the matter with you!” the man’s wife cried out as she 
rushed to her husband’s side. She squatted, putting an arm around his 
shoulders to steady him as he groaned and put a big hand over the 
bloody wound on the top of his bowed head. His sandy-colored hair 
turned dark and wet under his fingers. 

“Are all of you crazy!” She cradled her husband’s head to her breast, 
where a red stain grew against her nightdress. He appeared stunned 
senseless. “Unless you travel in the company of a spirit, there are only 
three of you! How dare you—” 

“Silence,” Sister Ulicia growled in a way that gave Kahlan an icy 
shiver and made the woman’s mouth snap closed. 

Rain paltered against the window while in the distance a slow 
rumble of thunder rolled through the forested hills. Kahlan could hear 
the sign squeaking as it swung to and fro each time the wind gusted. 
Inside the house it had gone dead silent. Sister Ulicia looked over at 
the girl, now at the bottom of the steps, where she stood gripping the 
simple, square, wooden newel post. 

Sister Ulicia fixed the girl in a glare that only a sorceress in a vile 
mood could marshal. “How many visitors do you see?” 

The girl stood wide-eyed, too frightened to speak. 

“How many?” Sister Ulicia asked again, this time through gritted 
teeth in a voice so threatening that it made the girl’s grip on the newel 
post tighten until her fingers stood out white and bloodless against the 
dark wood. 

The girl finally answered in a meek voice. “Three.” 

Sister Armina, looking like bottled thunder, leaned close. “Ulicia, 
what’s going on? This isn’t supposed to be possible. Not possible at all. 
We cast the verification webs.” 

“Exterior,” Sister Cecilia corrected. 

Sister Armina blinked at the older woman. “What?” 

“We only cast exterior verification webs. We didn’t do an interior 
review.” 

“Are you out of your mind?” Sister Armina snapped. “In the first 
place it isn’t necessary and in the second place who would be fool 
enough to be the one to do an aspect analysis of a verification web 
from an interior perspective! No one ever does such a thing! It isn’t 
necessary!” 

“Pm only saying—” 

With a withering look, Sister Ulicia silenced them both. Sister 
Cecilia, her wet curls plastered to her scalp, looked like she was about 
to finish her complaint, but then decided instead to remain mute. 


Orlan seemed to recover his senses as he pulled away from his 
wife’s embrace and began to stagger to his feet. Blood ran down his 
forehead and to either side of his broad nose. 

“Were I you, innkeeper,” Sister Ulicia said, turning her attention 
back to him, “I’d remain on my knees.” 

The menace in her voice gave him pause for only a moment. He was 
clearly angry as he rose up to his full height, letting his bloody hand 
drop away from his head. His back straightened, his chest expanded, 
and his fists tightened. Kahlan could clearly tell that his temper was 
outpacing his sense of caution. 

Sister Ulicia indicated with her rod that she wanted Kahlan to back 
away. Kahlan, ignoring the direction, instead stepped closer to Sister 
Ulicia, hoping to change the rush of events before it ended up being 
too late. 

“Please, Sister Ulicia, he will answer your questions—I know he 
will. Let him be.” 

The three Sisters turned unpleasantly surprised looks on Kahlan. She 
had not been spoken to, or asked to speak. Such insolence would cost 
her dearly, she knew, but she also knew what was liable to happen to 
the man if something didn’t change, and right then it seemed to her 
that she was the only one who could effect a change. 

Resides, Kahlan knew that this was her only chance to find out 
something about herself—to perhaps find out who she really was and 
maybe even why she could remember only the most recent parts of 
her life. This man had clearly recognized her. He very well might be 
the key that could unlock her lost past. She dared not let the chance 
slip away—even if she had to risk the Sisters’ wrath. 

Before the Sisters had a chance to say anything, Kahlan addressed 
the man. “Please, Master Orlan, listen for a moment. We’re looking for 
an older woman named Tovi. She was to meet these women here. We 
were delayed, so she should already be here, waiting for us. Please, 
answer their questions about their friend. This could all be quickly 
resolved if you would hurry upstairs and get Tovi for them. Then, like 
this passing storm, we will all soon be out of your lives.” 

The man reverently dipped his head, as if a queen had asked his 
help. Kahlan was not only surprised, but completely bewildered by 
such an act of deference. 

“But we have no guest named Tovi here, Mot—” 

The room lit with a blinding flash—lightning that was the match of 
anything out in the raging storm. The twisting rope of liquid heat and 
light that ignited from between Sister Ulicia’s hands blasted across 
Orlan’s chest before he could finish the appellation he had been about 
to use. The jarring concussion from being so close to the explosive 


detonation of such thunderous power hammered deep into the core of 
Kahlan’s chest. The impact threw Orlan back, sending him crashing 
through a table and both benches, slamming him against the wall. The 
deadly contact with such power had nearly cut the man in half. Smoke 
curled up from what was left of his shirt. A glistening red splatter of 
gore marked the wall where he’d tut before slumping to the ground. 

In the aftermath of the deafening blast, Kahlan’s ears rang in what 
seemed the sudden silence. 

Emmy, her eyes wide with the shock of an event that had in an 
instant forever altered the course of her life, wailed the single word 
“No!” 

Kahlan pressed a hand over her mouth and nose, not just in 
revulsion, but to mask the smell of blood and the stench of burned 
flesh. The lantern that had been on the table had been thrown to the 
floor and extinguished, leaving the room mostly to the wavering 
shadows cast by the fire in the hearth and the sporadic flashes of 
lightning coming in the slender windows. 

Had it not been a night already filled with thunder and lightning, 
such a blast would surely have awakened the entire town. 

The wooden bowls Emmy had been holding cluttered down onto the 
floor and rolled drunkenly away. She screamed in horror and ran 
toward her husband. 

Sister Ulicia came unhinged. In a fury she intercepted Emmy before 
she could reach her dead husband. 

Sister Ulicia slammed the woman against the wall. “Where’s Tovi! I 
want answers and I want them right now!” 

Kahlan saw that the Sister had brought her dacra to hand. The 
simple weapon looked like nothing more than a knife handle with a 
sharpened metal rod in place of a blade. All three Sisters carried a 
dacra. Kahlan had seen them use the weapons when they had 
encountered Imperial Order scouts. She knew that once the dacra had 
pierced a victim, no matter how minor the penetration, it took only a 
thought on the Sister’s part to kill. With the dacra it was not the 
wound itself that killed, but rather the Sister who, through the dacra, 
extinguished the spark of life. If the Sister didn’t withdraw the 
weapon, along with her intent to kill, there was no defense, and no 
chance of salvation. 

A confusing, faltering flash of lightning lit the room through the 
narrow windows beside the door, throwing long spikes of shadows 
across the floor and against the walls as two Sisters together snatched 
the panicked woman, struggling to control her. As the fit of lighting 
ended and a dark pall again descended over the room, the third Sister 
raced up the stairwell. 


Kahlan went for the girl. 

As she ran toward her mother, Kahlan intercepted the girl, hooking 
her around her middle, holding her back. Her eyes went wide in 
panic, her mind unable to maintain the memory of seeing Kahlan even 
long enough for her to be aware of who or what had grabbed her— 
seemingly out ofthin air. Far worse, though, she had just seen her 
father killed. Kahlan knew that the girl would never be able to forget 
such a terrible sight. 

Over the steady drumbeat of rain and wind, Kahlan heard the 
footfalls of the Sister upstairs as she rushed down the hallway. She 
paused intermittently, stopping at each room to throw open a door. 
Any guests who had been awakened by the commotion and shouting, 
and dared to come out of their room into the dark hall, were about to 
face a Sister of the Dark on a rampage. Those still asleep behind their 
doors would face no less. 

Emmy cried out in pain. Kahlan knew why. 

“Where is she!” Sister Ulicia yelled at the woman. “Where’s Tovi!” 

Emmy screamed, begging that her daughter not be harmed. 

Kahlan knew that it was a grave tactical mistake to betray to an 
enemy what you feared most. 

In this case, however, she supposed that such information was 
irrelevant; not only was it pretty obvious what a mother would fear, 
but the Sisters needed no such leverage. Seeing her mother in a state 
of unbridled terror was only serving to frighten the child all that much 
more. She struggled mightily. Despite her frantic effort, such a slender 
girl was no match for Kahlan. 

Holding the girl tightly, Kahlan pulled her back through the 
doorway beside the stairs and into the darkened room beyond. In the 
flashes of lightning coming through a window at the rear, Kahlan saw 
that it was a kitchen and storage area for supplies. 

The girl cried in wild panic that was the match of her mother’s. 

“Tt’s all right,” Kahlan whispered in the girl’s ear as she held her 
tight, trying to calm her. “I'll protect you. It’s all right.” 

Kahlan knew that it was a lie, but her heart would not allow the 
truth. 

The slender slip of a girl pawed at Kahlan’s arms. It must have 
seemed to her as if she were being held by a spirit clutching at her 
from the underworld. If she even saw Kahlan, Kahlan knew that the 
girl would forget her before her mind could transform perception into 
cognition. Likewise, Kahlan’s words of comfort would evaporate from 
the girl’s mind before they had a chance to even begin to be 
comprehended. Within an instant after seeing her, no one ever 
remembered that Kahlan existed. 


Except Orlan. And now he was dead. 

Kahlan hugged the terrified girl tight. She didn’t know if it wasn’t 
really more for her own sake than the girl’s. At that moment, keeping 
the girl away from the terror of what was befalling her parents was all 
Kahlan could do. The girl, for her part, writhed madly in Kahlan’s 
arms, trying to twist away, as if she were being held by a monster 
intent on bloody murder. Kahlan hated adding to her terror, but 
letting her go out into the other room would be worse. 

Lightning flashed again, making Kahlan glance to the window. The 
window was large enough for her to get through. It was dark outside, 
and the dense forest lay tight up to the buildings. She had long legs. 
She was strong and quick. She knew that if she chose, she could, in a 
few heartbeats, be through the window and into the thick of the 
woods. 

But she had tried to escape the Sisters before. She knew that neither 
night nor woods would conceal her from women with such dark 
talents. Kneeling there in the dark, her arms holding the girl in a tight 
embrace, Kahlan began to tremble. The mere contemplation of an 
attempt at escape was enough to make her brow bead in sweat for fear 
that such a notion would unleash within her the embedded 
constraints. Her head swam dizzily with the memory of past attempts, 
memories of the agony. She couldn’t take such suffering again—not 
when it was to no purpose. Escaping the Sisters was impossible. 

When she glanced up, Kahlan saw the dark shadow of a Sister 
descending the stairs. 

“Ulicia,” the woman called out. It was Sister Cecilia’s voice. “The 
rooms upstairs are all empty. There are no guests.” 

In the front room Sister Ulicia growled a dark curse. 

The shadow of Sister Cecilia turned from the stairs to fill the 
doorway, like death itself turning its withering gaze on the living. 
Beyond, Emmy wailed and wept. In her confusion, grief, pain, and 
terror she was unable to answer Sister Ulicia’s shouted questions. 

“Do you want your mother to die?” Sister Cecilia asked from the 
doorway in that deadly calm voice of hers. 

She was no less cruel or dangerous than Sister Armina, or Sister 
Ulicia, but she had a quiet, composed way of speaking that was 
somehow more terrifying than Sister Ulicia’s screaming. Sister 
Armina’s straightforward the cats were simple and sincere but 
delivered with a bit more bile. Sister Tovi had a kind of sick glee in 
her approach to discipline and even torture. When any of them 
wanted something, though, Kahlan had long ago learned that to deny 
them would only bring nearly unimaginable suffering, and in the end 
what they had wanted in the first place. 


“Do you?” Sister Cecilia repeated with calm directness. 

“Answer her,” Kahlan whispered in the girl’s ear. “Please, answer 
her questions. Please.” 

“No,” the girl managed. 

“Then tell us where Tovi is.” 

In the room behind Sister Cecilia, the girl’s mother gasped in a 
terrible rattle and then went silent. Kahlan heard bony thumps as the 
woman hit the wood floor. The house fell quiet. 

From the dim, flickering light beyond the doorway, two more 
shadows glided up behind Sister Cecilia. Kahlan knew that Emmy 
would answer no more questions. 

Sister Cecilia slipped into the room, closer to the girl Kahlan held 
tightly in her arms. 

“The rooms are all empty. Why are there no guests in your inn?” 

“None have come,” the girl managed as she shook. “Word of the 
invaders from the Old World has scared people away.” 

Kahlan knew that that made sense. After leaving the People’s Palace 
in D’Hara and swiftly traveling south through mostly remote country 
on a small riverboat, they still had encountered detachments of 
Emperor Jagang’s troops more than once, or been through river 
settlements where those brutes had been. Word of such atrocities 
would have spread like an ill wind. 

“Where is Tovi?” Sister Cecilia asked. 

Holding the girl protectively away from the Sisters, Kahlan glared 
up at them. “She’s just a child! Leave her be!” 

A shock of pain slammed into her. It felt to Kahlan as if every fiber 
of every muscle had violently ripped. For an instant, she didn’t know 
where she was or what was happening. The room spun. Her back hit 
the cupboards with bone-breaking force. Doors flew open. Pots, pans, 
and utensils cascaded out, bouncing and clattering across the wooden 
floor. Dishes and glasses shattered as they came crashing down. 

Kahlan slammed facedown onto the floor. Jagged, broken shards of 
pottery slashed her palms as she tried unsuccessfully to break her fall. 
When she felt the end of something razor-sharp pressed against the 
side of her tongue in back she realized that a long sliver of glass had 
pierced her cheek. She clenched her jaw, snapping off the glass 
between her teeth so that it wouldn’t slash open her tongue. With 
effort she managed to spit out the bloody, daggerlike piece of glass. 

She lay sprawled on the floor, stunned, disoriented, unable to fully 
gather her senses. Grunts escaped her throat as she tried without 
success to move. She found that as those sounds slipped out, she 
couldn’t draw a new breath back in. Each bit of air that escaped her 
lungs was a bit of air lost to her. Her muscles strained to pull the wind 


back into her lungs. The pain lancing through her middle was 
paralyzing, acting to counter her effort to get a breath. 

In desperation she gasped, at last managing to pull in an urgent 
breath. She spat out more blood and sharp splinters of glass. She was 
just beginning to feel the twinge of pain from the fragment still stuck 
through her cheek. Kahlan couldn’t seem to make her arms work, 
couldn’t lift herself up from the floor, much less reach up to pull out 
the piece of glass. 

She turned her eyes upward. She could make out the dark forms of 
the Sisters closing in around the girl. They lifted her and shoved her 
back against a heavy butcher block standing in the center of the room. 
A Sister held each arm as Sister Ulicia squatted down before the girl to 
meet her panicked gaze. 

“Do you know who Tovi is?” 

“The old woman!” the girl cried out. “The old woman!” 

“Yes, the old woman. What else do you know about her?” 

The girl gulped air, almost unable to get the words out. “Big. She 
was big. Old and big. She was too big to walk real good.” 

Sister Ulicia leaned close, gripping the girl’s slender throat. “Where 
is she’? Why isn’t she here? She was supposed to meet us here. Why is 
she none?” 

“Gone,” the girl cried. “She’s gone.” 

“Why! When was she here? When did she leave? Why did she 
leave?” 

“A few days back. She was here. She stayed with us for a while. But 
she left a few days back.” 

Sister Ulicia, with a cry of rage, lifted the girl and heaved her 
against’the wall. With all her effort, Kahlan struggled to her hands and 
knees. The girl crashed down to the floor. Ignoring how wobbly she 
felt, Kahlan crawled across the floor, across broken glass and pottery, 
and threw herself protectively across the girl’s body. The girl, not 
knowing what was happening, cried out all the more. 

Footsteps came toward her. Kahlan saw a cleaver lying on the floor 
nearby. The girl cried and struggled to get away, but Kahlan held her 
protectively against the floor. 

As the shadows of the woman came closer, Kahlan’s fingers closed 
around the wooden handle of the heavy cleaver. She wasn’t thinking, 
she was simply acting: threat, weapon. It was almost like watching 
someone else doing it. 

But there was a kind of deep inner satisfaction at having a weapon 
in her hand. Her fist tightened around the blood-slicked handle. A 
weapon was life. Flashes of lightning glinted off the steel. 

When the women were close enough, Kahlan suddenly raised her 


arm to strike. Before she could begin to accomplish her task, she felt a 
gut-wrenching blow, as if she had been rammed by the butt end of a 
log. The power of that blow hurled her across the room. 

A hard impact against the wall stunned her. The room seemed like 
it was far away, off at the far end of a long, dark tunnel. Pain 
swamped her. She tried to lift her head but couldn’t. Darkness pulled 
her in. 

The next time she opened her eyes, Kahlan saw the girl cringing 
before the Sisters as they towered over her. 

“T don’t know,” the girl was saying. “I don’t know why she left. She 
said she had to be on her way to Caska.” 

The room rang with silence. 

“Caska?” Sister Armina finally asked. 

“Yes, that’s what she said. She had to get to Caska.” 

“Did she have anything with her?” 

“With her?” the girl whined, still sobbing and shivering. “I don’t 
understand. What do you mean, with her?” 

“With her!” Sister Ulicia screamed. “What did she have with her! 
She had to be carrying things—a pack, a waterskin. But she had other 
things. Did you see anything else of what she had with her?” 

When the girl hesitated, Sister Ulicia smacked her across the face 
hard enough to have loosened her teeth. 

“Did you see anything she had with her?” 

A long string of blood from the girl’s nose lay horizontally across 
her cheek. “When she was at supper one day, I went to take her clean 
towels and I saw something in her room. Something strange.” 

Sister Cecilia leaned down. “Strange? Like what?” 

“Tt was, it was like a... a box. She had it wrapped in a white dress, 
but the dress was silky smooth and it had partly slipped off the box. It 
was like a box—only it was all black. But not black like paint. It was 
black like night itself. Black like it would take the light right out of the 
day.” 

The three Sisters straightened and stood in silence. 

Kahlan knew exactly what the girl was talking about. Kahlan had 
gone in and taken all three of those boxes from the Garden of Life in 
the People’s Palace—from Lord Rahl’s palace. 

When she had brought the first one out, Sister Ulicia had been 
furious at Kahlan for not bringing all three of them out at once, but 
they were larger than expected and there had been no room to hide 
them all in her pack, so Kahlan had at first brought out only one. 
Sister Ulicia had wrapped that vile thing in Kahlan’s white dress and 
had given it to Tovi, telling her to hurry and be on her way, that they 
would all meet up later. Sister Ulicia hadn’t wanted to risk getting 


caught in the palace with one of (he three boxes and so she hadn’t 
wanted Sister Tovi to wait while Kahlan went back up into the Garden 
of Life after the other two boxes. 

“Why did Tovi go to Caska?” Sister Ulicia asked. 

“T don’t know,” the girl wept. “I don’t know, I swear I don’t. I only 
know that I heard her say to my parents that she had to be on her way 
to Caska. She left a few days back.” 

In the quiet, lying against the floor, Kahlan struggled to breathe. 
Each breath sent agonizing stitches of pain through her ribs. She knew 
that it was only going to be the beginning of the pain. When the 
Sisters finished with the girl they would turn their attention to Kahlan. 

“Maybe we had better get some sleep in out of the rain,” Sister 
Armina finally suggested. “We can start out early.” 

Sister Ulicia, her fist with the dacra on her hip, paced between the 
girl and the butcher block, thinking. Shards of pottery crunched under 
her hoots. 

“No,” she said as she turned back to the others. “Something is 
wrong.” 

“You mean with the spell-form? You mean because of the man?” 

Sister Ulicia waved a hand dismissively. “An anomaly. Nothing 
more. No, something is wrong about the rest of it. Why would Tovi 
leave? She had explicit instructions to meet us here. And she was here 
—but then she leaves. There were no other guests, no Imperial Order 
troops in the area, she knew we were on our way, and yet she leaves. 
It makes no sense.” 

“And why Caska?” Sister Cecilia asked. “Why would she head for 
Caska?” 

Sister Ulicia turned back to the girl. “Who visited Tovi while she 
was here? Who came to see her?” 

“I already told you, no one. No one at all came here while the old 
woman was staying with us. We had no other callers or guests. She 
was the only one here. This place is out of the way. People don’t come 
here for stretches.” 

Sister Ulicia went back to her pacing. “I don’t like it. Something is 
wrong about this, but I can’t put my finger on it.” 

“I agree,” Sister Cecilia said. “Tovi wouldn’t just leave.” 

“And yet she did. Why?” Sister Ulicia came to a stop before the girl. 
“Did she say anything else, or leave a message—perhaps a letter?” 

The girl, sniffling back a sob, shook her head. 

“We have no choice,” Sister Ulicia muttered. “We’re going to have 
to follow Tovi to Caska.” 

Sister Armina gestured toward the front door. “Tonight? In the rain? 
Don’t you think we ought to wait until morning?” 


Sister Ulicia, deep in thought, looked up at the woman. “What if 
someone shows up? We don’t need any more complications if we’re to 
accomplish our task. We certainly don’t need Jagang or his troops 
getting a whiff of us being about. We need to get to Tovi and we need 
to get that box—we all know what’s at stake.” She took the measure of 
both women’s grave expressions before going on. “What we don’t need 
are any witnesses who can report that we were here and what we’re 
looking for.” 

Kahlan knew very well what Sister Ulicia was getting at. 

“Please,” she managed as she pushed herself up on shaky arms, 
“please, leave her be. She’s just a little girl. She doesn’t know anything 
of any value to anyone.” 

“She knows Tovi was here. She knows what Tovi has with her.” 
Sister Ulicia’s brow drew tight with displeasure. “She knows we were 
here looking for her.” 

Kahlan struggled to put force into her voice. “She is nothing to you. 
You're sorceresses; she is but a child. She can do you no harm.” 

Sister Ulicia glanced briefly over her shoulder at the girl. “She also 
knows where were going.” 

Sister Ulicia looked deliberately into Kahlan’s eyes. Without turning 
to the girl behind her, and with sudden force, she slammed her dacra 
back into the girl’s midsection. 

The girl gasped in shock. 

Still staring down at Kahlan, Sister Ulicia smiled at such a deed as 
only evil could smile. Kahlan thought that this must be what it would 
be like looking into the eyes of the Keeper of the Dead in his lair in 
the darkest depths of the eternity of the underworld. 

Sister Ulicia arched an eyebrow. “I don’t intend to leave any loose 
ends.” 

Light seemed to flash from within the girl’s wide eyes. She went 
slack and fell heavily to the floor. Her arms sprawled out at crazy 
angles. Her lifeless gaze stared fixedly right at Kahlan as if to 
denounce her for not keeping her word. 

Her promise to the girl—I’ll protect you—rang through Kahlan’s 
mind. 

She cried out in helpless fury as she pounded her fists against the 
floor. 

And then she cried out in sudden pain as she was flung back against 
the wall. Rather than crash to the floor, she stuck there as if held by a 
great strength. The strength, she knew, was magic. 

She couldn’t breathe. One of the Sisters was using her power to 
constrict Kahlan’s throat. She strained, trying to get air, as she clawed 
at the iron collar around her neck. 


Sister Ulicia approached and put her face close to Kahlan’s. 

“You are lucky this day,” she said in a venomous voice. “We don’t 
have time to make you regret your disobedience—not right now, 
anyway. But don’t think that you are going to get away with it 
without suffering the consequences.” 

“No, Sister,” Kahlan managed to say with great effort. She knew 
that not to answer would only make it worse yet. 

“I guess that you’re simply too stupid to comprehend how 
insignificant and powerless you are in the face of your betters. 
Perhaps this time, when you are given another lesson, even one as 
lowly and ignorant as you will understand it.” 

“Yes, Sister.” 

Even though she knew quite well what they would make her endure 
to teach her that lesson, Kahlan would have done the same thing 
again. She regretted only failing to protect the girl, as she had 
promised. The day she had taken those three boxes out of Lord Rahl’s 
palace, she had left in their place her most prized possession: a small 
statue of a proud woman, her lists at her side, her back arched, and 
her head thrown back as if facing forces that would subdue her but 
could not. 

Kahlan had gathered strength that day in Richard Rahl’s palace. 
Standing in his garden, looking back at the proud statue she’d had to 
leave there, Kahlan had sworn that she would have her life back. 
Having her life back meant fighting for life, even if it was the life of a 
little girl she didn’t know. 

“Let’s go,” Sister Ulicia growled as she marched toward the door, 
expecting everyone to follow. 

Kahlan’s boots thumped down on the floor when the force pressing 
her to the wall abruptly released her. 

She collapsed to her knees, her bloody hands comforting her throat 
as she gasped for air. Her fingers encountered the hated collar by 
which the Sisters controlled her. 

“Move,” Sister Cecilia ordered in a tone that had Kahlan scrambling 
to her feet. 

She glanced over her shoulder and saw the poor girl’s dead eyes 
staring at her, watching her go. 


Chapter 3 

Richard stood suddenly. The legs of the heavy wooden chair he’d 
been silting in chattered as they slid back across the rough stone floor. 
His fingertips still rested on the edge of the table where the book he’d 
been reading lay open, waiting, before the silver lantern. 

There was something wrong with the air. 

Not with the way it smelled, or with the temperature, or with the 
humidity, although it was a warm and sticky night. It was the air 
itself. Something felt wrong about the air. 

Richard couldn’t imagine why he would suddenly be struck with 
such a thought. He couldn’t even begin to imagine what it was that 
could be the cause of such an odd notion. There were no windows in 
the small reading room, so he didn’t know what it was like outside—if 
it was clear, or windy, or stormy. He knew only that it was deep in the 
night. 

Cara, not far away behind him, stood up from the thickly padded 
brown leather chair where she, too, had been reading. She waited, but 
said nothing. 

Richard had asked her to read several historical volumes he’d found. 
Whatever she could find out about the ancient times when the 
Chainfire book had been written might prove helpful. She hadn’t 
complained about the task. Cara rarely complained about anything as 
long as it didn’t in any way prevent her from protecting him. Since she 
was able to stay right there in the room with him, she’d had no 
objections to reading the books he’d given her. One of the other Mord- 
Sith, Berdine, could read High D’Haran and had in the past been very 
helpful with things written in the ancient language often found in rare 
books, but Berdine was far away at the People’s Palace. That still left 
uncountable volumes written in their own language for Cara to 
review. 

Cara watched him as he peered around at the paneled walls, his 
gaze passing methodically over the ornamental oddities on the 
shelves: the lacquered boxes with inlaid silver designs, the small 
figures of dancers carved from bone, the smooth stones lying in velvet- 
lined boxes, and the decorative glass vases. 

“Lord Rahl,” she finally asked, “is something wrong?” 

Richard glanced back over his shoulder. “Yes. There’s something 
wrong with the air.” 

He realized only after seeing the tense concern in her expression 
that it must have sounded absurd saying that there was something 
wrong with the air. 

To Cara, though, no matter how absurd it might have sounded, all 
that really mattered was that he thought there was some kind of 


trouble, and trouble meant a potential threat. Her leather outfit 
creaked as she spun her Agiel up into her fist. Weapon at the ready, 
she peered around the little room, searching the shadows as if a ghost 
might pop out of the woodwork. 

Her brow drew tighter. “The beast, do you think?” 

Richard hadn’t considered that possibility. The beast that Jagang 
had ordered his captured Sisters of the Dark to conjure and send after 
Richard was always a potential threat. There had been several times in 
the past when it had seemed to appear out of the very air itself. 

Try as he might, Richard couldn’t tell precisely what it was that felt 
wrong to him. Although he couldn’t put his finger on the source of the 
sensation, it seemed like maybe it was something he should 
remember, something he should know, something he should 
recognize. He couldn’t decide if such a feeling was real or merely his 
imagination. 

He shook his head. “No... I don’t think it’s the beast. Not wrong in 
that way.” 

“Lord Rahl, on top of everything else, you’ve been up most of the 
night reading. Perhaps it’s just that you’re exhausted.” 

There were times when he did wake with a start just as he began to 
doze off, foggy and disoriented from the gathering descent into the 
dark grasp of nightmares that he never remembered when he woke. 
But this impression was different; it was not something borne out of 
the dullness of dozing off to sleep. Besides, despite his fatigue, he 
hadn’t been about to fall asleep; he was too anxious to sleep. 

It had been only the day before that he had finally convinced the 
others that Kahlan was real, that she existed, and that she wasn’t a 
figment of his imagination or a delusion caused by an injury. At long 
last they now knew that Kahlan was not some crazy dream he was 
having. Now that he at last had some help, his sense of urgency to 
find her drove him on and kept him wide awake. He couldn’t bear to 
take the time to stop and rest—not now that he had some pieces of the 
puzzle. 

Back near the People’s Palace, questioning Tovi just before she died, 
Nicci had learned the terrible details of how those four women— 
Sisters Ulicia, Cecilia, Armina, and Tovi—had invoked a Chainfire 
event. When they unleashed powers that had for thousands of years 
been secreted away in an ancient book, everyone’s memory of Kahlan 
—except Richard’s—had in an instant been wiped away. Somehow, 
his sword had protected his mind. While he had his memory of 
Kahlan, his sword had later been forfeited in the effort to find her. 

The theory of a Chainfire event had originated with wizards in 
ancient times. They had been searching for a method that would allow 
them to slip unseen, ignored, and forgotten among an enemy. They 


postulated that there was a method to alter people’s memory with 
Subtractive power in a way that all the resulting disconnected parts of 
a person’s recollection would spontaneously reconstruct and connect 
themselves to one another, with the direct consequence being the 
creation of erroneous memory to fill the voids that had been created 
when the subject of the conjuring was wiped from people’s minds. 

The wizards who had come up with the theoretical process had, in 
the end, come to believe that unleashing such an event might very 
well engender a cascade of events that couldn’t be predicted or 
controlled. They speculated that, much like a wildfire, it would 
continue to burn through links with other people whose memory had 
not initially been altered. In the end, they had realized that, with such 
incalculable, sweeping, and calamitous consequences, a Chainfire 
event had the very real potential to unravel the world of life itself, so 
they had never dared even to test it. 

Those four Sisters of the Dark had—on Kahlan. They didn’t care if 
they unraveled the world of life. In fact, that was their ultimate goal. 

Richard had no time to sleep. Now that he had finally convinced 
Nicci, Zedd, Cara, Nathan, and Ann that he wasn’t crazy and that 
Kahlan existed in reality if no longer in their memories, they were 
committed to helping him. 

He desperately needed that help. He had to find Kahlan. She was his 
life. She completed him. She was everything to him. Her unique 
intelligence had captivated him from the first moment he met her. The 
memory of her beautiful green eyes, her smile, her touch, haunted 
him. Every waking moment was a living nightmare that there was 
something more he should be doing. 

While no one else could remember Kahlan, it seemed that Richard 
could think of nothing else. It often felt to him as if he were her only 
connection to the world and if he were to stop remembering her, stop 
thinking about her, she would finally, once and for all... truly cease to 
exist. 

But he realized that if he was to accomplish anything, if he was to 
ever find Kahlan, he sometimes had to force his thoughts of her aside 
in order to concentrate on the matters at hand. 

He turned to Cara. “You don’t feel anything odd?” 

She arched an eyebrow. “We’re in the Wizard’s Keep, Lord Rahl— 
who wouldn’t feel odd? This place makes my skin crawl.” 

“Any worse than usual?” 

She heaved a sigh as she ran her hand down the long, single blond 
braid lying over the front of her shoulder. 

“No.” 

Richard snatched up a lantern. “Come on.” 


He swept out of the small room and into a long hall layered with 
thick carpets, as if there were too many carpets on hand and the 
corridor had been the only place that could be found to put them. 
They were mostly classic designs woven in subdued colors, but a few 
peeking out from underneath were composed of bright yellows and 
oranges. 

The carpets muted his boots as he marched past double doors to 
each side opened into dark rooms. Cara, with her long legs, had no 
difficulty keeping up with him. Richard knew that a number of the 
rooms were libraries, while others were elaborately decorated rooms 
seeming to serve no purpose other than to lead to other rooms, which 
led to other rooms, some simple and some ornate, all a part of the 
inscrutable and complex maze that was the Keep. 

At an intersection Richard took a right, down a hall with walls 
thickly plastered in spiral designs that had mellowed over the 
centuries to a warm golden brown. When they reached a stairway 
Richard hooked his hand on the polished white marble newel post and 
took to the stairs heading down. Glancing up the stairwell, he could 
see it climb around the square shaft high up into darkness, into the 
distant upper reaches of the Keep. 

“Where are we going?” Cara asked. 

Richard was a bit startled by the question. “I don’t know.” 

Cara shot him a dark look. “You just thought we would go search 
through a place with thousands upon thousands of rooms, a place as 
big as a mountain, a place built partly into a mountain, until you 
happen across something?” 

“There’s something wrong with the air. I’m just following that 
perception of it.” 

“Youre following air,” Cara said in a flat, mocking tone. Her 
suspicion flared again. “You aren’t trying to use magic, are you?” 

“Cara, you know as well as anyone that I don’t know how to use my 
gift. I couldn’t call upon magic if I wanted to.” 

And he most certainly didn’t want to. 

If he were to call upon his gift the beast would be better able to find 
him. Cara, ever protective, was worried that he would carelessly do 
something to call the beast that had been conjured at the orders of 
Emperor Jagang. 

Richard turned his attention back to the problem at hand and tried 
to discern what it was about the air that seemed so strange to him. He 
put his mind to analyzing precisely what it was that he sensed. He 
thought that it felt something like the air during a thunderstorm. It 
had that edgy, spooky quality. 

At the bottom, several flights down the white marble stairs, they 
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emerged in a simple corridor made of stone blocks. They followed the 
corridor straight through several intersections and came to a halt as 
Richard stared down a dark spiral of stone steps with an iron railing. 
Cara followed as he finally started down. At the bottom they passed 
through a short passage with a barrel ceiling of oak planks before 
coming out into a room that was the center of a hub of halls. The 
round room had speckled, gray granite pillars all around the outside 
holding gilded lintels above each passage that went off into darkness. 

Richard held out the lantern, squinting as he tried to see into the 
dark passages. He didn’t recognize the round room, but he did 
recognize that they were in a part of the Keep that was somehow 
different—different in a way that made him understand what Cara 
meant when she said the place made her skin crawl. One of the 
corridors, unlike the others, led at a rather steep angle down a long 
ramp, apparently toward some of the deeper areas of the Keep. He 
wondered why there would be a ramp, rather than yet more of the 
endless variety of stairs. 

“This way,” he told Cara as he led her down the ramp and into the 
darkness. 

The ramp seemed endless in its descent. Finally, though, it emptied 
into a grand hall that, while not more than a dozen feet wide, had to 
be seventy feet high. Richard felt like an ant at the bottom of a long, 
narrow slit deep in the ground. To the left side rose a natural rock 
wall that had been chiseled right out of the mountain itself while 
tightly fit, enormous stone blocks formed the wall on the right. They 
passed a series of rooms in the block wall as they made their way 
onward in what seemed an endless split through the mountain. As 
they moved steadily ahead, the lanternlight was not strong enough to 
reveal any end in sight. 

Richard suddenly realized what it was that he sensed. The air felt 
the way it occasionally felt in the immediate area around certain 
people he knew who were powerful with the gift. He remembered the 
way the air itself seemed to crackle around his former teachers, Sisters 
Cecilia, Armina, Merissa, and especially Nicci. He remembered times 
when it seemed as if the air around Nicci might ignite, so great was 
the singular power radiating from her. But that sensation had always 
been in close proximity to the individual; it had never been a 
pervasive phenomenon. 

Even before he saw the light coming from one of the rooms in the 
distance, he felt the air coming from the place. He half expected to see 
the air in the entire hallway beginning to sparkle. 

Immense, brass-clad doors stood open, leading into what appeared 
to be a dimly lit library. He knew that this was the place he was 
looking for. 


Walking through those doors with elaborate, engraved symbols 
covering them, Richard froze in midstride and stared in astonishment. 

A flickering flash of lightning came in through a dozen, round- 
topped windows and illuminated row upon row of shelves all around 
the cavernous room. The windows, rising two stories, ran the entire 
length of the far wall. Two-story polished mahogany columns rose up 
between them, hung with heavy dark green velvet draperies. Gold 
fringe lined the edges of the drapes, and swagged tassels held them 
back from the windows. The small squares of glass that made up the 
soaring windows were not clear, but thick and composed of numerous 
rings, as if the glass had been overly thick when poured. When the 
lightning flashed it made the glass seem to light as well. Lanterns with 
reflectors all around the room lent the place a soft warm glow and 
reflected off the polished tabletops here and there between the 
confused disarray of books lying open everywhere. 

The shelves were not what Richard had at first expected. There 
were indeed books on a number of them, but other shelves held 
clutters of objects—everything from neatly folded sparkling cloth, to 
iron spirals, to green glass flasks, to complex objects made of wooden 
rods, to stacks of vellum scrolls, to ancient bones and long, curved 
fangs that Richard didn’t recognize and couldn’t begin to guess at. 

When the lightning flashed again, the shadows of the window 
mullions running over everything in the room, running across tables, 
chairs, columns, bookcases, and desks, made it appear as if the whole 
place were cracking apart. 

“Zedd—what in the world are you doing?” 

“Lord Rahl,” Cara said in a low voice from right over his shoulder, 
“T think your grandfather must be crazy.” 

Zedd turned to peer briefly at Richard and Cara standing back in the 
doorway. The old man’s wavy white hair, standing out in every 
direction, looked a pale shade of orange in the lamplight, but white as 
snow whenever the lightning flashed. 

“We’re a bit busy right now, my boy.” 

In the center of the room, Nicci floated just above one of the 
massive tables. Richard blinked, trying to be sure that he really saw 
what he thought he saw. Nicci’s feet were clear of the table by a 
hand’s width. She stood poised dead-still in midair. 

As impossible and startling as such a sight was, that wasn’t the 
worst of it. On the top of the table was drawn a magical design known 
as a Grace. 

It appeared to have been drawn with blood. 

Like a curtain encircling Nicci, unmoving lines also hung suspended 
in the air above the Grace. Richard had seen a number of gifted 


people draw spell-forms before, so he was pretty sure that that was 
what he was seeing, but he had never seen anything approaching this 
midair maze. 

Consummately complex, composed of lines of glowing green light, it 
hung in the air like a three-dimensional spell-form. 

In the center of that intricate geometric framework Nicci floated as 
still as a statue. Her exquisite features seemed frozen to stone. One 
hand was lifted out a ways. The fingers of her other hand, at her side, 
were spread. 

Her feet weren’t level, as if standing, but dangled as if she were in 
mid-jump. Her fall of blond hair was lifted out a little, as if in the 
midst of that jump up into the air her hair had risen away from her 
head, just before she was about to come back down... and at that 
precise instant she had been turned to stone. 

She didn’t look alive. 


Chapter 4 

Richard stood transfixed, staring at Nicci poised in midair just 
above a heavy library table, a net of glowing green geometric lines 
tangled all around her. Nothing on her moved. She didn’t appear to be 
breathing at all. Her blue eyes stared unblinking into the distance, as 
if gazing on a world only she could see. Her familiar, exquisite 
features looked perfectly preserved in the greenish cast given off by 
the glowing lines. 

Richard thought that she looked more dead than alive, the way a 
corpse in a casket looked just before being laid to rest. 

It was an impossibly beautiful and at the same time profoundly 
alarming sight. She appeared to be nothing so much as a lifeless statue 
made of flesh and light. Skeins of her blond hair in twisting, gentle 
arcs and curves, even individual strands of hair, stood out unmoving 
in midair. Richard kept expecting her to finally and suddenly finish 
her fall back to the table. 

When he realized that he was holding his breath he at last let it out. 

Seemingly in sympathy with the tempestuous intensity of the 
lightning out beyond the wall of windows, the air in the room fairly 
crackled with the power that had been focused into what was 
obviously, even to Richard’s untrained eye, an extraordinary 
conjuring. It had been that rare quality to the air that had first caught 
his attention back in the small reading room. 

For the life of him, Richard could not imagine what was going on, 
what could be the purpose of such a use of magic. He was at once 
fascinated by it and disconcerted that he knew so little about such 
things. More than anything, though, he found the sight darkly 
frightening. 

Having grown up in Westland, where there had been no magic, he 
sometimes wondered what he had missed—especially at times like 
this, when he fell hopelessly ignorant. But at other times, like when 
Kahlan had been taken, he haled magic and wished never again to 
have anything to do with it. 

Those devoted to the teachings of the Imperial Order would find 
cynical satisfaction at such cold thoughts about magic coming from 
the Lord Rahl. 

Despite having grown up unaware of magic, Richard had since come 
to learn a few things about it. For one, he knew that the Grace drawn 
under Nicci was a powerful device used by those with the gift. He also 
knew that drawing it in blood was something that was rarely done 
and even then in only the gravest of circumstances. 

As he glanced at the glistening lines of blood that made up the form 
of the Grace, Richard noticed something that made the hair at the 


back of his neck stand on end. One of Nicci’s feet was poised over the 
center of the Grace—the part representing the Creator’s light, from 
where emanated not only life but the rays that represented the gift 
that passed through life, the veil, and then on into the eternity of the 
underworld. 

Nicci’s other foot, however, was frozen mere inches above the table 
beyond the outer ring of the drawing—over the part representing the 
underworld. 

Nicci hung suspended between the world of life and the world of 
the dead. Richard knew that such a thing was hardly trivial 
happenstance. 

He focused beyond the startling sight of Nicci floating in midair and 
in the shadows beyond saw Nathan and Ann occasionally illuminated 
by flashes of lightning, like ghosts flickering in and out of existence. 
They, too, solemnly watched Nicci in the center of the glowing spell- 
form. 

Zedd, one hand on a bony hip, his other running a slender finger 
down his smooth jaw, slowly moved around the table, observing the 
evergrowing, ever more intricate pattern of glowing green lines. 

Outside, through the tall windows, lightning continued to flash in 
harsh fits, but the rumble of thunder was muted by the thick stone of 
the Keep. 

Richard gazed up at Nicci’s face. “Is she... is she all right?” 

Zedd looked over as if he had forgotten that Richard had entered 
the room. “What?” 

“Ts she all right?” 

Zedd’s bushy brows drew together. “How would I know?” 

Richard threw his arms up and let them flop down in dumbfounded 
alarm. “Well, for crying out loud, Zedd, aren’t you the one who put 
her there?” 

“Not exactly,” Zedd muttered, rubbing his palms together as he 
moved on. 

Richard stepped closer to the table below Nicci. “What’s going on? 
Is Nicci all right? Is she in danger?” 

Zedd finally looked back and sighed. “We don’t exactly know for 
sure, my boy.” 

Nathan came out of the shadows and toward the table, into the 
greenish light. The tall prophet’s dark azure eyes were clearly 
troubled. He opened his hands in a gesture of reassurance, his long 
white hair brushing his shoulders as he shrugged slightly. “We think 
she is all right, Richard.” 

“She should be just fine,” Ann assured him as she joined Nathan. 

The broad-shouldered prophet towered over her. In her plain 


woolen dress, with her graying hair gathered back into a loose bun, 
she looked all the more plain beside Nathan. Richard thought that just 
about anyone would probably look plain beside Nathan. 

Richard gestured, indicating the net of geometric lines that encased 
Nicci. “What is this thing?” 

“A verification web,” his grandfather said. 

Richard frowned. “Verification? Verification of what?” 

“Chainfire,” Zedd told him in a somber voice. “We’re trying to 
figure out precisely how a Chainfire event functions so that we can see 
if there is a way to reverse it.” 

Richard scratched his temple. “Oh.” 

He was liking the whole thing less and less. He desperately wanted 
to find Kahlan, yet he was deeply worried for what could happen to 
Nicci in such an attempt to unravel mysterious powers created by 
ancient wizards. As First Wizard, Zedd had abilities and talents that 
Richard could not begin to fathom, and yet those wizards in ancient 
times far surpassed Zedd’s gift. With as much as Zedd, Nathan, Ann, 
and Nicci knew, as powerful as they all were, they were still dabbling 
with things outside their experience, things beyond their ability, 
things that even those ancient wizards feared. Still, what choice did 
they have? 

Besides caring deeply for Nicci, Richard needed her to help him find 
Kahlan. While the others might in some areas be more powerful or 
more knowledgeable than Nicci, the sum of everything about her put 
her on a different plane. She was probably the most powerful 
sorceress ever to have drawn a breath. What others could do with a 
great effort, Nicci could do with a glance. As remarkable as that was, 
to Richard that was probably one of the least remarkable things about 
Nicci. Other than Kahlan, he didn’t know anyone who could focus on 
a goal as tenaciously as Nicci. Cara could be just as unflinching about 
defending him, but Nicci was able to center that kind of tenacity on 
anything she set her mind to. Back when she had fought against him, 
her reckless determination made her not just brutally effective but 
profoundly dangerous. 

Richard was glad all that had changed. Since the search for Kahlan 
had begun, Nicci had become his closest and most steadfast friend. 
Nicci knew, though, that his heart belonged to Kahlan and that could 
never change. 

He raked his fingers back through his hair. “Well, why is she up 
there in the middle of the thing?” 

“She’s the only one of us who knows how to use Subtractive Magic,” 
Ann said in simple summary. “A Chainfire event needs Subtractive 
elements to ignite it and then to make it function. We’re trying to 


understand the whole spell—both the Additive and Subtractive 
components.” 

Richard supposed that made sense, but it still didn’t make him feel 
any better about it. “And Nicci agreed to this?” 

Nathan cleared his throat. “It was her idea.” 

Of course it was. Richard sometimes thought the woman had a 
death wish. 

It was times like this that he wished he knew more about such 
things. He was feeling ignorant again. He gestured up at the totality of 
everything floating above the table. “I never realized that verification 
webs used people. I mean, I never knew that such webs were cast 
around someone like that.” 

“Neither did we, exactly,” Nathan said in that deep, commanding 
voice of his. 

Richard felt uncomfortable under the prophet’s gaze, so he turned to 
Zedd. “What do you mean?” 

Zedd shrugged. “This is the first time any of us has ever done an 
aspect analysis of a verification web from an interior perspective. To 
do so requires Subtractive Magic, so casting a verification web in this 
manner probably hasn’t been done in perhaps thousands of years.” 

“Then how did you know how to do it?” 

“Just because none of us has ever done such a thing,” Ann said, 
“doesn’t mean we haven’t studied various accounts of it.” 

Zedd gestured to one of the other tables. “We’ve been reading the 
book you found—Chainfire. It’s more complex than anything any of us 
has ever seen before, so we wanted to try to understand everything 
about it. While we’ve never done an interior perspective before, it’s 
really just an extension of what we already know. As long as you 
know how to run a standard verification web, and you have the 
required elements of the gift, you can perform the aspect analysis 
from an interior perspective. That’s what Nicci is doing—that’s why 
she had to be the one to do it.” 

“If there’s a standard process, then why would this method be 
needed?” 

Zedd lifted a hand toward the lines around Nicci. “An interior 
perspective is said to show the spell-form in more revealing detail— 
down to a more elemental level—than you see in the standard 
verification process. Since it is said to show more than can be learned 
in the standard process, and Nicci was able to initiate it, we all 
decided that it would be an advantage to do it this way.” 

Richard was starting to breathe a little easier. “So then using Nicci 
in this way is just an abstract analysis. It means nothing more.” 

Zedd looked away from Richard’s eyes as he lightly rubbed the 


furrows on his brow. “This is only a verification process, Richard, not 
an ignition of the actual event, so, in a sense, it’s not real. What the 
real spell does in an instant, this inert form stretches out into a 
lengthy verification process so as to enable a comprehensive analysis. 
Although not without its risks, that’s not the viable spell itself you see 
around Nicci.” 

Zedd cleared his throat. “When the actual spell would have been 
cast, though, instead of Nicci, that would have been Kahlan, and it 
would have been all too real.” 

Goose bumps ran up Richard’s arms. His mouth felt so dry that he 
could hardly talk. He could feel his heart pounding through the veins 
in his neck. He wanted that not to be true. 

“But you said that you needed Nicci in order to cast this web. You 
said that you could only do it because she can work Subtractive 
Magic. Kahlan wouldn’t have been able to do that for the Sisters—and 
in any event she wouldn’t have cooperated.” 

Zedd shook his head. “The Sisters were casting the real spell around 
Kahlan. They had command of Subtractive power and would have had 
no need for Kahlan’s cooperation. We needed Nicci to work it from 
inside, using both Additive and Subtractive aspects, so that we can try 
to determine how it functions. The two aren’t analogous.” 

“Well, how—” 

“Richard,” his grandfather said, gently cutting him off, “as I said, 
we're rather busy. Right now is not the time to discuss this. We need 
to observe the process so we can try to figure out the equational 
behavior of the spell. Let us do our job, will you?” 

Richard slipped his hands into his back pockets. “Sure.” 

He glanced back at Cara. She wore what people might see as a 
blank expression, but to Richard, as well as he knew her, it revealed a 
great deal and seemed to reflect his own suspicions. He turned back to 
his grandfather. “Are you having some kind of... trouble?” 

Zedd cast the others a sidelong glance and only grunted before 
turning back to studying the geometric forms surrounding the woman 
floating before him. 

Richard knew his grandfather well enough to know by his drawn 
features that he was either unhappy or very worried. Richard didn’t 
think that either prospect augured well. He began to worry himself— 
for Nicci. 

As the others stood back to take it all in, frowning in concentration 
as they pondered the way the glowing verification web continued to 
trace new lines through space, Richard stepped closer. He slowly 
walked around the table, finally studying—for the first time, really— 
the lines crisscrossing through the air all around Nicci. 


As he moved in closer and stepped around the table, he realized 
that the lines actually formed a cylinder in space, like something flat 
that had been rolled up, with Nicci inside that cylinder. That meant 
that all the lines were simply a two-dimensional drawing, even if they 
did wrap around until they met. Richard mentally flattened out that 
cylindrical form, much like unrolling a scroll, in order to see it in his 
mind as a more customary line drawing. When he did so, he began to 
realize that there was something oddly familiar about the network of 
lines. 

The more Richard studied it, the more he couldn’t stop staring at it, 
as if it were pulling him in... drawing him into the pattern of lines, 
angles, and arcs. There seemed to be something he should recognize 
about it all, but he couldn’t figure out what. 

He thought that perhaps he should regard a spell-form that had 
been cast around Kahlan, as this terrible thing had been, to be evil, 
but he didn’t feel that way. The spell-form existed; it did not possess 
the quality of being good or evil. 

The ones who cast the web around Kahlan were the real evil. Those 
four Sisters were the ones who had used the spell for their own evil 
ends. They had used it as part of their plan to have the boxes of Orden 
and to free the Keeper from the underworld—to loose death on the 
living. All in return for beguiling promises of immortality. 

Gazing at the lines, Richard began to scrutinize the rhythm in those 
lines, their patterns, their flow. As he did so, he began to get an 
inkling of their significance. 

He was beginning to see purpose in the design. 

Richard pointed to a place near Nicci’s extended right arm, just 
below her elbow. 

“This place, here, is wrong,” he said as he frowned into the fabric 
woven of light. 

Zedd came to a halt. “Wrong?” 

Richard hadn’t realized that he’d said it out loud, at least not loud 
enough for others to hear. “Yes, that’s right. It’s wrong.” 


Chapter 5 

Richard went back to studying the lines, tilting his head to better 
follow them along as they went through a complex intersection of 
routes coming around from all directions to end up before Nicci’s 
middle. He was beginning to grasp the meaning of those routes and 
the larger intent of the design. 

“T think there’s a supporting structure missing.” He aimed a finger 
off to his left. “It seems like it should have started back there, don’t 
you think? It looks like this place, here, should have a line going up 
this way and then back to that spot near her elbow.” 

His attention riveted on the rhythm of lines, Richard was largely 
lost to the rest of the room. 

“It’s impossible for you to know such a thing,” Ann said flatly. 

He wasn’t discouraged by her skepticism. “When someone shows 
you a circle and it has a flat spot in it, you know it’s wrong, don’t 
you? You can see the intended design and know that the flat spot 
doesn’t belong there.” 

“Richard, this is not some simple circle. You don’t even know what 
you're looking at.” She caught herself before her voice rose any more, 
clasped her hands before herself, and took a deep breath before going 
on. “I’m simply trying to point out that there are a great deal of 
complexities involved here that you are not aware of. The three of us 
haven’t even begun to be able to unravel the mechanism behind the 
spell-form, and we have extensive training in such things. Despite our 
training and knowledge, it’s still far from complete enough for us to 
grasp the manner in which it functions. You don’t understand the first 
thing about such complex motifs.” 

Without turning to her, Richard flicked a hand to dismiss her 
concern. “Doesn’t matter. The form is emblematic.” 

Nathan cocked his head. “It’s what?” 

“Emblematic,” Richard murmured as he studied an intersection of 
lines, trying to identify the primary strand through the architecture of 
the lineation. 

“So?” his grandfather sputtered after Richard again fell to silent 
preoccupation. 

“T understand the jargon of emblems,” he said, absently, as he found 
the primary thread and traced it along a rise and fall and swirl of the 
pattern, all the time coming more in tune with its intent. “I told you 
that before.” 

“When?” 

“Back when we were with the Mud People.” Richard immersed 
himself in the flow of the design, trying to perceive the ascendant 
course among the lesser branches. “Kahlan was there. So was Ann.” 


“Pm afraid that we don’t remember,” Zedd admitted after seeing 
Ann shake her head in frustration. He sighed unhappily. “Yet one 
more memory surrounding Kahlan lost to us because of what those 
Sisters did.” 

Richard didn’t really hear him. Growing ever more agitated, he 
waggled a finger back and forth at a breach in the lines just below 
Nicci’s elbow. “I’m telling you, there’s a line missing, here. I’m sure of 
it.” 

Richard turned to his grandfather. He saw then that everyone was 
staring at him. “Right here,” he told them as he pointed again, “from 
the end of this upward rising arc, to this intersection of triangles, 
there should be a line.” 

Zedd frowned. “A line?” 

“Yes.” He didn’t know why they hadn’t spotted it before. It was 
stone cold obvious to Richard, like a song sung with a note of the 
melody left out. “A line is missing. An important line.” 

“Important,” Ann repeated in weary exasperation. 

Richard, becoming more unsettled by the moment, wiped a hand 
across his mouth. “Very important.” 

Zedd sighed. “Richard, what are you talking about?” 

“There is no way you could know such a thing,” Ann scoffed, her 
patience wearing thinner by the moment. 

“Look,” Richard said turning back to them, “it’s an emblem, a 
design.” 

Zedd scratched the back of his head, glancing briefly to the window 
as a particularly violent fit of lightning flared so close that it released 
a crack of thunder that felt like it might loosen the stone walls of the 
Keep. 

He turned back to Richard. “And the design... tells you something, 
Richard?” 

“Yes. Such a design is like a translation from another language. In a 
way, it’s what you’re trying to understand by doing this verification 
web. This form characterizes a concept in much the same way that a 
math equation expresses physical attributes, such as an equation 
expressing the ratio of the circumference of a circle to the diameter. 
Emblematic forms can be a kind of language, too, the way 
mathematics is a form of language. They both are able to reveal 
something about the nature of things.” 

Zedd patiently smoothed back his hair. “You see emblems as a form 
of language?” 

“In a way. Take the Grace underneath Nicci, for example. That’s an 
emblem. The outer circle represents the beginning of the underworld 
while the inner circle represents the limits of the world of life. The 


square separating them represents the veil between those worlds. In 
the center is an eight-pointed star, representing the Creator’s Light. 
The eight lines radiating out from the points of that star all the way 
out through the outer circle represent the gift carried from Creation 
all the way through life, across the veil, and beyond, into death. The 
whole thing is an emblem; when you see that emblem, you see it as a 
whole concept. You might say that you understand the language of it. 

“Tf, during the casting of a spell, someone with the gift doesn’t draw 
the grace correctly—hasn’t spoken the language correctly—it won’t 
work as intended and might even cause trouble. Say you saw a Grace 
with a nine-pointed star, or with one of the circles missing, wouldn’t 
you know it was wrong? If the square representing the veil was drawn 
incorrectly, then under the right circumstances it could even 
theoretically breach the veil and allow the worlds to bleed together. 

“Its an emblem. You understand the concept it represents. You 
know what it should look like. If it’s drawn wrong, then you recognize 
it as wrong.” 

When the flashes of lightning flickered to a stop, the room felt 
forsaken in the weak light of lamps. Distant thunder rumbled 
ominously up from the valley below. 

Zedd, standing stock-still, studied Richard with more focus than he 
had been studying the verification web. “I’ve never looked at it in 
quite that way before,, Richard, but I grant that you might have a 
point.” 

Nathan arched a brow. “He certainly does.” 

Ann sighed. “Perhaps.” 

Richard turned from their dour expressions back to the glowing 
lines. “This, right here,” he said, gesturing, “is wrong.” 

Zedd stretched his neck to peer at the lines. “Let’s just say for the 
sake of argument that you’re right. What do you think it means?” 

Richard’s heart hammered as he made his way around the table, 
swiftly tracing lines through the spell. He used a finger, keeping it just 
clear of the lines of light, to track the primary pathways, the sweeps of 
the pattern, the fabric of the form. 

He found what he was expecting. “Here. Look here, at this newly 
formed structure that has built up around these older, original lines. 
Look at the disordered nature of this new cluster; they’re a variable, 
but in this emblem of lines it should all be a constant.” 

“Variable... ?” Zedd sputtered, as if having thought he was 
following Richard’s reasoning, had instead suddenly found that he was 
completely lost. 

“Yes,” Richard said. “It’s not emblematic. It’s a biological form. The 
two are clearly different.” 


Nathan wiped both hands back over his white hair as he sighed but 
remained silent. 

Ann’s face had gone crimson. “It’s a spell-form! It’s inert! It can’t be 
biological!” 

“That’s the problem,” Richard said, answering her point rather than 
her anger. “You can’t have these kind of variables tainting what’s 
supposed to be a constant. It would be like a math equation in which 
any of the numbers could spontaneously change their value. Such a 
thing would render math invalid and unworkable. Algebraic symbols 
can vary—but even then they are specific relational variables. The 
numbers, though, are constants. Same with this structure; emblems 
have to be constructed of inert constants—you might say like simple 
addition or subtraction. An internal variable corrupts the constant of 
an emblematic form.” 

“I don’t follow,” Zedd admitted. 

Richard gestured to the table. “You drew the Grace in blood. The 
Grace is a constant. The blood is biological. Why did you do it that 
way?” 

“To make it work,” Ann snapped. “We had to do it that way in order 
to initiate an interior perspective of the verification web. That’s the 
way it’s done. That’s the method.” 

Richard held up a finger. “Exactly. You deliberately introduced a 
controlled biological variable—blood—into what is a constant—a 
Grace. Keep in mind though, that it remains outside the spell-form 
itself; it’s merely an empowering agent, a catalyst. I think it must be 
that such a variable in the Grace allows the spell you initiated to run 
its course without being influenced by a constant—the Grace. Do you 
see? It gives the verification web not only the power invoked by the 
Grace, but the freedom gained through the biological variable to allow 
it to grow as it needs to in order to reveal its true nature and intent.” 

When Zedd glanced her way, Cara said, “Don’t look at me. 
Whenever he starts in like this I just nod and smile and wait until the 
trouble starts.” 

Zedd made a sour face. One hand on a hip, he took a few paces 
away before turning back. “I’ve never in all my years heard such an 
explanation of a verification web. It’s quite a unique way of looking at 
it. The most troubling thing is that, in a perverse way, it actually 
makes sense. I’m not saying that I think you’re right, Richard, but it 
certainly is a disturbing notion.” 

“If you’re right,” Nathan said, “it would mean that we’ve been 
children playing with fire all these years.” 

“That’s if he’s right,” Ann added under her breath. “Sounds a tick 
too clever to me.” 


Richard stared up at the woman frozen in space, the woman who 
could not at the moment speak for herself. “Whose blood did you use 
to draw the Grace?” he asked the others behind him. 

“Nicci’s,” Nathan said. “She suggested it herself. She said it was the 
proper method and the only way to make it work.” 

Richard turned to them. “Nicci’s. You used Nicci’s blood?” 

Zedd nodded. “That’s right.” 

“You created a variable... with her blood... and you put her inside 
of it?” 

“Besides being what Nicci told us had to be done,” Ann said, “we 
have a lot of research and reason to have confidence that this is the 
proper method of initiating an interior perspective.” 

“Pm sure you’re right—under normal circumstances. Since you all 
know the proper method for doing such things, then that can only 
mean that the corruption is far different than any ordinary problem 
that could be anticipated to arise in the verification process.” Richard 
raked his fingers back through his hair. “It would have to be 
something... I don’t know. Something unimaginable.” 

Zedd shrugged. “You really believe that having Nicci in there when 
she was the source of the blood to power the web could mean 
something troublesome, Richard?” 

Richard pinched his lower lip as he paced. “Maybe not if the 
originating spell-form you were verifying were pure. But this one isn’t. 
It’s contaminated by another biological variable. I think that providing 
the source of the control variable—Nicci—might allow the 
contamination all the latitude it needs.” 

“Meaning?” Nathan asked. 

Richard gestured as he paced. “Meaning that it’s like throwing oil 
on a fire.” 

“T think the storm is letting our imaginations get carried away,” Ann 
said. 

“What biological variable could possibly contaminate a verification 
web?” Nathan asked. 

Richard turned back and stared at the lines, following them around 
to that terrible arc that ended when it should be supported. He 
glanced across the empty space to the waiting intersection. 

“T don’t know,” he finally admitted. 

Zedd stepped closer. “Richard, your ideas are original, and they are 
certainly thought-provoking, lll grant you that. And it could be that 
they may provide us useful insights to help us understand more than 
we otherwise might have. But not everything you say is correct. Some 
of it is simply wrong.” 

Richard glanced back over his shoulder. “Really? Like what?” 


Zedd shrugged. “Well, for one thing, biological forms can be 
emblematic as well. Is not an oak leaf biological? Don’t you recognize 
that emblematic form? Isn’t a snake something that can be expressed 
with an emblem? Isn’t a whole entity, say a tree or a man, able to be 
represented emblematically?” 

Richard blinked. “You’re right. I never thought of it that way, but 
you’re right.” 

He turned back to the spell-form, viewing the area of biological 
contamination with new eyes. He scanned the confusing mass, trying 
to make sense of it, trying to discern a pattern. Try as he might, 
though, it seemed useless. There was no pattern. 

But why not? If its delineation was biological in origin, as he knew 
it was, then, according to Zedd, there should be some kind of source 
pattern expressed within that depiction. But there was none. It was 
nothing more than a confusing mass all tangled up in a nest of 
meaningless lines. 

And then he realized that he thought he recognized a small portion 
within that mass. It looked... somehow liquid. But that made no sense, 
because he saw another part that looked almost the opposite. That 
other fragment looked more like an emblematic representation of fire. 

Unless there was more than one element to it. A tree could have an 
oak leaf emblem, an acorn, or the form that represented the whole 
tree. And what was to say that it couldn’t be three different things all 
contaminating the spell-form together. 

Three things. 

He saw them, then—each of those three elements. 

Water. Fire. Air. 

They were all there, all tangled together. 

“Dear spirits,” Richard whispered, his eyes going wide. 

He straightened. Goose bumps tingled up his arms. “Get her out of 
there.” 

“Richard,” Nathan said, “she’s perfectly—” 

“Get her out of there! Get her out now!” 

“Richard—” Ann started. 

“T told you—the spell-form has a flaw!” 

“Well that’s what we’re trying to find out, now, isn’t it?” Ann said 
with exaggerated patience. 

“You don’t understand.” Richard gestured toward the wall of softly 
glowing lines. “This isn’t the kind of flaw that anyone would be 
looking for. This one will kill her. The spell is no longer inert—it’s 
mutating. It’s becoming viable.” 

“Viable?” Zedd’s expression twisted with incredulity. “How could 
you possibly—” 


“You have to get her out of there! Get her out now!” 


Chapter 6 

Although she couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, Nicci was aware of 
everything that was being said, even if the voices sounded hollow, 
distant, temporal, as if coming from some faraway world beyond the 
greenish shroud. 

She wanted to scream Listen to him! But, held tightly as she was 
within the bosom of the casting, she could not. 

More than anything, she wanted out of the terrible tangle of 
crushing power that encased her. 

She hadn’t understood the true meaning of an interior perspective 
before—none of them had. None of them could have guessed at the 
reality. Only after initiating the process had she discovered that such a 
perspective was not simply a way to view a verification web in more 
detail from the inside, as they had thought, but rather a means for the 
person doing the analysis to experience it within themselves. By then 
it was too late and she could not tell the others that what it meant was 
that she would be perceiving the spell-form by having it ignited within 
her. The part surrounding her was the mere aura of the conjured 
power that had dawned within her. It had at first been a revelation 
bordering on the divine. 

Not long after they had initiated it, though, something had begun to 
go wrong. What had been a profoundly beautiful form of vision had 
deteriorated into horrific agony. Every new line that sliced through 
space around her had a corresponding interior aspect that felt as if it 
were slashing through her soul. 

In the beginning she had discovered that pleasure was part of the 
mechanism by which one perceived the spell as it unfolded. In much 
the same way in which pleasure could confirm wholesome, fitting 
aspects of life, it likewise revealed the intricate nature of the spell- 
form in all its glory. It felt like watching a particularly beautiful 
sunrise, or tasting a delightful confection, or gazing into the eyes of 
someone you loved and having them gaze back in the same way. Or, 
at least, it was like what she imagined it would feel like to have them 
gaze back in that way. 

She had also discovered that, as in life, pain pointed out grievous 
disorders. 

Nicci would never have guessed that such a method had once been 
commonly used to analyze the inner functioning of a constructed 
magic—of gauging its inner health. She would never have guessed the 
complexity or extent of what the method could reveal. She would 
never have guessed how much it could hurt when something within 
the spell went awry. 

She wondered if she would still have insisted on doing such a thing 


had she known. She guessed that she would have, if it had a chance of 
helping Richard. 

At that moment, though, there was little else that mattered to her 
but the pain. It was beyond anything she had ever experienced. Not 
even the dream walker himself had been able to give her this much 
pain. It was almost impossible for her to think of anything but her 
want of being free from the agony. So great was the magnitude of the 
taint within the spell that there was no doubt in her mind that 
experiencing it would, for her, be fatal. 

Richard had shown them the place it had begun to go wrong. He 
had pointed out the fundamental defect. That contamination 
concealed within the spell was pulling her apart. She could feel her 
life bleeding away beyond that terrible outer circle of the Grace. That 
Grace, drawn with her blood, had become her life, and it would be her 
death. 

For the moment, Nicci straddled two worlds, neither of them wholly 
real to her. While still in the world of life, she could feel herself 
inexorably slipping into that dark void beyond. 

All the while, the world of life around her was losing its vibrance. 

She was at that moment willing to let it all go, to let herself slip 
forever into the eternity of nonexistence, if only it would mean that 
the pain would end. 

Even though she could not move, Nicci could see everything in the 
room—not with her eyes, but with her gift. Even beyond the suffering, 
she recognized such an exotic form of sight as an extraordinary 
experience. Vision through her gift alone had a singular quality that 
approached omniscience. She could see more than her eyes had ever 
allowed her to see. Despite her agony, there was a quiet majesty to it 
all. 

Beyond the net of greenish lines, Richard looked from one startled 
face to another. 

“What’s the matter with all of you? You have to get her out of 
there!” 

Before Ann could launch into a lecture, Zedd gestured for her to 
keep quiet. Once sure her lips would stay pressed tightly together, he 
turned his attention back to his grandson. 

Another line departed an intersection and traced a path through 
space. It felt to Nicci like a dull knitting needle taking a stitch in her 
soul, pulling the agony of that thread of light through her as it bound 
her ever more tightly to a dark death. It was all she could do to 
remain conscious. Surrender was seeming sweeter by the moment. 

Zedd gestured up toward her. “We can’t, Richard. These things have 
to run a course. The verification web runs itself through a series of 


connections and in that way reveals information about its nature. 
Once the verification process has begun, it’s impossible to halt it. It 
has to run its course to completion and then it extinguishes.” 

Nicci knew the grim truth of it. 

Richard seized his grandfather’s arm. “How long?” He shook the old 
man like a rag doll. “How long does the process take?” 

Zedd pried Richard’s fingers off his arm. “We’ve never seen a spell 
like this. It’s hard to say. But as complex as it’s proving to be I can’t 
imagine it taking less than three or four hours. She’s been in there an 
hour already so it will be hours yet before it runs its course and 
extinguishes.” 

Nicci knew that she didn’t have hours. She had mere moments 
before the pull of the contamination drew her forever beyond the veil 
and into the world of the dead. 

She thought it a strange way for her life to end. So unexpected. So 
uneventful. So pointless. She would at least have wanted it to be an 
end that in some way would have helped Richard, or to have been 
after they knew that they had accomplished something. She wished 
her death could have at least bought him something of value. 

Richard turned back to gaze up at her. “She won’t last that long. We 
have to get out of there now.” 

Inwardly, through her agony, she smiled. To the end. Richard would 
fight to the end against death. 

“Richard,” Zedd said, “I can’t imagine how you could possibly know 
such a thing, and I’m not saying that I don’t believe you, but we can’t 
shut down a verification web.” 

“Why not?” 

“Well,” Zedd said as he sighed, “the truth is, I don’t even know if 
such a thing is possible, but even if it were, none of us knows how to 
do it. The standard verification process builds safeguards to shield 
itself from tampering. This thing is an order of magnitude more 
complex and involved.” 

“Rather like trying to dismount in midgallop while racing along a 
ridgeline,” the tall prophet said. “You need to wait until the horse is 
finished running before you jump off, or you will only be leaping to 
your death.” 

Richard returned to the table, frantically studying the structure 
constructed of light. Nicci wondered if he realized that, while it was to 
a degree tangible, what he was seeing existed mainly as a mere aura 
representing the real power raging through her. 

As another line advanced from an intersection at an angle that was 
dreadfully wrong, Nicci gasped inwardly. She felt something vital 
within her being slowly ripped open. The pain of it sang through the 


marrow of her bones. She saw darkness layered over the room, and 
knew she was seeing into another world, the dark world where there 
would be no more pain. 

She began to allow herself to drift toward that world. 

And then she saw something in the otherworldly shadows. She 
caught herself, held herself back from the dark brink of death. 

Something with glowing eyes, like twin coals, gazed out from the 
dark shadows. The malevolent intent of that furnace gaze was fixed on 
Richard. 

Nicci struggled desperately to call out a warning. It cleaved her 
heart that she could not. 

“Look,” Richard whispered as he gazed up at her, “there’s a tear 
running down her cheek.” 

Ann sadly shook her head. “Probably because she isn’t blinking, 
that’s all.” 

Richard’s hands fisted in frustration as he moved around the table, 
trying to decipher the meaning of the lines. “We have to find a way to 
shut the thing down. There has to be a way.” 

Richard’s grandfather laid a hand gently on the back of Richard’s 
shoulder. “I swear, Richard, I would do as you want if I could, but I 
know of no method to halt a verification web. And what is it that has 
you so fired up, anyway? Why the sudden urgency? What is it that 
you think is contaminating the spell-form?” 

Nicci’s attention was locked on the thing watching out from the 
shadowy world of the dead. Whenever the lightning flared, 
illuminating the room, the thing with the glowing eyes wasn’t there. 
Only when darkness again fell over the room could she see it. 

Richard’s eyes turned from studying the lines to gaze up at Nicci’s 
face. She wanted nothing so much as for him to reach out and pull her 
free of the agony of the spell that had impaled her on lethal shards of 
magic, but she knew that he could not. Right then, she would have 
willingly given up her life for one moment in his arms. 

Richard’s answer finally came in a soft resignation. “The chimes.” 

Ann rolled her eyes. Nathan let out a sigh of relief, as if he now 
knew that Richard was merely imagining things. 

Zedd’s brow lifted. “The chimes? Richard, I’m afraid that this time 
you’ve gotten it wrong. That simply isn’t possible. The chimes are 
underworld elements. While they certainly lust to enter our world, 
they can’t. They’re forever trapped in the underworld.” 

“I know very well what the chimes are,” Richard said in a near 
whisper. “Kahlan freed them. She freed them to save my life.” 

“She couldn’t possibly know how to do such a thing.” 

“Nathan told her how, told her their names: Reechani, Sentrosi, 


Vasi. Water, fire, air. Calling them was the only way for her to save 
my life. It was an act of desperation.” 

Nathan’s mouth fell open in surprise but he offered no argument. 
Ann cast a suspicious glare up at the prophet. 

Zedd spread his hands. “Richard, she may have thought she was 
calling them, but I assure you, such a thing is monumentally complex. 
Besides, we would know if the chimes were free in our world. Be at 
ease about this much of it. The chimes are not loose.” 

“Not anymore,” Richard said with grim finality. “I banished them 
back to the underworld. But Kahlan always believed that because she 
unknowingly brought them into our world it had engendered the 
beginning of the destruction of magic itself—the cascade effect, as you 
once described it to us.” 

Zedd was taken aback. “The cascade effect... you could only have 
heard that from me.” 

Richard nodded as he stared off into memories. “She tried to 
convince me that magic had been tainted by the presence of the 
chimes, and that banishing them back to the underworld would not 
halt that taint. I never knew whether or not she was right. Now I do.” 

He pointed up at that awful place before Nicci, that core of her 
pain, her agony, her end. 

“There is the proof. Not the chimes, but the corruption their 
presence caused: the contamination of magic. That contamination has 
infected this world. It was drawn to the strength of this magic. It has 
infected the Chainfire spell and it will kill Nicci if we don’t get her out 
of there.” 

The room had grown darker yet. Nicci could hardly see through the 
veil of pain. But she could still see those sinister eyes behind Richard, 
in the shadows, watching, waiting. No one but Nicci knew that it was 
there, in that spectral place between worlds. 

Richard would never know what hit him. 

Nicci had no way to warn him. 

She felt another tear roll down her face. 

Richard, seeing that tear drip from her jaw, leaned close. With quiet 
determination, he used a finger to trace the primary pathways, the 
supporting junctures, and the main framework of the emblem, as he 
called it. 

“It should be feasible,” he insisted. 

Ann looked beside herself but she remained silent. Nathan watched 
with stony resignation. 

Zedd pushed his simple robes farther up his bony arms. “Richard, 
it’s impossible to shut down a regular verification web, much less one 
such as this.” 


“No, it’s not,” Richard said, irritably. “Here. See here? You have to 
interrupt this route, here, first.” 

“Bags, Richard, how am I supposed to do such a thing! The spell 
shields itself. This web is powered by Subtractive as well as Additive 
Magic. It has integral shields constructed of both.” 

Richard stared at his grandfather’s crimson face a moment before 
turning back to the maze of lines. He gazed up at Nicci again and then 
carefully inserted a hand in through the net of lines to touch Nicci’s 
black dress. 

“T won’t let it have you,” he whispered to her. 

No words had ever sounded sweeter, even if she knew he could not 
understand the impossibility of his promise. 

When his finger touched her dress, the patterns shifted from two- 
dimensional to three-dimensional forms that looked more like a 
thornbush than a spell-form. 

It felt to Nicci as if he had just twisted a knife through her insides. 
She struggled to remain conscious. She focused on the glowing eyes in 
the shadows. She had to find a way to warn Richard. 

His hand paused. He carefully pulled it back out. The pattern 
flattened to two-dimensional. 

Nicci would have sighed in relief could she breathe. 

“Did you see that?” he asked. 

Zedd nodded. “I certainly did.” 

Richard glanced back over his shoulder at his grandfather. “Is it 
supposed to do that?” 

“No.” 

“I didn’t think so. It’s supposed to be inert, but the biological 
variable contaminating it has changed the nature of the host spell- 
form.” 

Zedd’s expression tightened as he considered. “It seems pretty 
obvious that whatever is going on, it’s changing the way the spell 
works.” 

Richard nodded. “Worse, it’s a random variable. The contamination 
caused by the chimes’ presence in this world is biological—it evolves. 
Probably so that it can attack different kinds of magic. This spell will 
undoubtedly continue to mutate. There’s probably no way to predict 
how it will change, but from the evidence here, it appears that it’s 
only going to become more virulent. As if Chainfire isn’t trouble 
enough, this could make it worse. It could even be that everyone 
affected by it will develop problems beyond their memory loss 
revolving around Kahlan.” 

“What makes you say that?” Zedd asked. 

“Just look at how many memories of events only tangent to Kahlan 


you’ve all lost. The lost memories could even be the means by which 
the contamination infects those people touched by the effects of the 
Chainfire event.” 

As if the Chainfire event being loosed on the world weren’t 
potentially deadly enough, it now seemed catastrophic beyond 
imagining. 

Ann was bottled fury. She gritted her teeth. “Where did you learn 
such gibberish?” 

Zedd flashed her a scowl. “Be quiet.” 

“I told you, I understand emblematic designs. This one is a mess.” 

Nathan glanced to the windows as they lit with flashes of lightning. 
When the room again fell to darkness, Nicci could again see the thing 
watching from a dark world. 

“And you sincerely believe that it’s somehow harming Nicci?” Zedd 
asked. 

“I know it is. Look at this divergence, right here. Such a thing is 
lethal even without this added breach over here. I know a lot about 
representational designs involving lethality.” 

Zedd gave Richard a forbidding look. “I need to know what you’re 
talking about, what you mean by ‘representational designs involving 
lethality.“ 

“Later. We have to get her out of there, first, and we have to get her 
out now.” 

Zedd shook his head in resignation. “I wish I knew a way, Richard, I 
truly do, but as I’ve said, I don’t. If you try to pull her out of there 
before the verification has run its course, that alone will kill her for 
sure. That much I do know.” 

“Why?” 

“Because her life is in a way suspended. Don’t you see that she isn’t 
breathing? The spell-form surrounding her supports her life while she 
cannot, while the web runs through the verification. She is, in a way, 
now a part of the spell itself. Pull her out, and you will be pulling her 
out of the mechanism that is keeping her alive.” 

Nicci’s heart sank. For a moment, she had begun to believe Richard, 
to believe that he could do it. It was not to be. 

All the while the glowing eyes watched. She could see the shape of 
it, now, standing there in the dark shadows beside a tall shelf. It 
looked something like a man twisted into a fearsome beast of sinew 
and knotted muscle. Its eyes gleamed out from the darkness of death 
itself. 

It was the beast that hunted Richard. The beast sent by Jagang, the 
dream walker. 

She would have done anything to stop it, to keep it from Richard, 


but she could not move a muscle. With every new line of light, she 
was being stitched tighter and tighter to her fate, pulled inexorably 
into the darkness of eternity beyond life. 

“Even if it’s mutating,” Richard said as if thinking aloud, “it still has 
elements that support it while it grows.” 

“Richard, a verification web is self-generating. Even if it was 
mutating like you say, there is no way to halt such an event.” 

“If it can be shut down,” Richard murmured, “it will release her— 
then we won’t be pulling her out of it while her life is still being 
supported by the spell.” 

Sighing, Zedd shook his head as if he thought Richard hadn’t 
understood a thing he’d said. 

Richard studied the lines one last time, then abruptly reached out 
and placed his finger at an intersection that had been created back 
before the area of contamination. 

The line extinguished at his finger. 

“Dear spirits,” Nathan said as he leaned in. 

The shadow took a step forward. Nicci could now see its fangs. 

The line that had extinguished felt as if it pulled her insides out 
with it. Nicci fought to cling to life. If he really could do it, if he really 
could extinguish the spell, she had a chance to warn him. 

If she could hold on that long. 

Richard withdrew his finger. The line ignited again. It lanced 
through her like a razor-sharp spear. The world flickered. 

“See?” 

Zedd reached out to duplicate what Richard had done, but with a 
yelp of pain pulled his hand back as if he’d been burned. 

“Tt’s shielded with Subtractive Magic,” Ann said. 

Zedd shot her a murderous scowl. 

“And remember the shields back at the Palace of the Prophets?” 
Richard asked her. “Remember how I was able to pass through them?” 

Ann nodded. “I still have nightmares about it.” 

Richard reached out again, quickly this time, and again blocked the 
line of light. Again it extinguished. 

Richard then put a finger from his other hand at an intersection 
preceding the darkened line. In a blink, more lines went dark. He 
moved his first linger to insert it at another key point, working his 
way back through the piitcrn, causing the spell to turn in on itself. 

The darkened line raced around Nicci, hitting intersections, making 
turns, sweeping through and darkening arcs. The line Richard had 
extinguished ceased to exist in the pattern, its absence causing an 
interruption in the vitality of the rhythm. 

Nicci marveled at the reaction of the spell-form within her. She 


could sense in detail the process of it dismantling, like a flower closing 
its petals. 

The room again seemed to shimmer in Nicci’s gifted vision, as if 
lightning were flaring, but she knew that this was not lightning. 

The glowing eyes peered about, as if it, too, sensed the fluctuation 
in the flux of power Richard had interrupted. 

Didn’t anyone but Nicci realize that Richard was using his gift to 
penetrate such shields? Were they blind? The use of his gift drew the 
beast out of the underworld. 

Outside, real lightning flashed and thunder boomed. The room 
flickered not only with the lightning but with the disruption of power 
within the spell-form. The wall of windows flashed between blinding 
brightness and inky obscurity. 

It felt to Nicci as if both of those powerful discharges thundered 
right through her. She could not understand how she was still alive. It 
could only be that Richard was shutting down the spell without 
destroying it. He was methodically extinguishing it, like snuffing out 
the flames on a row of wicks. 

Focused in concentration, Richard put his other hand down lower 
and blocked another line. The line went dark, racing back through the 
complex matrix. 

The shadow of the beast began to step out of the underworld, 
partially into the world of life, pulling and flexing its arms with the 
difficulty of the task, testing its newborn muscle. Fangs glistened in 
the lamplight as the jaws stretched wide. 

Their attention riveted on the lines around Nicci, no one noticed. 

Holding a block in one network of lines, Richard carefully inserted a 
finger to occlude a preceding framework. 

The entire web, having lost not just its most important supporting 
structure, but its very integrity, began to come apart. Angles opened. 
Intersections disjointed, letting connecting lines sag away. Other lines 
collided, sparking flashes of white light upon contact that made yet 
more lines go dark. 

All of a sudden, the web of remaining lines collapsed downward, 
like a curtain falling. Nicci could feel the network of power laced all 
through her slough away. As the falling lines of light hit the Grace 
they went dark. In an instant, they were gone. 

Free from the tangle, Nicci abruptly dropped to the table as she 
gasped a breath, like a scream drawn inward. Her legs had no strength 
to hold her and she crumpled, toppling over the edge of the table. 

Richard caught her in his arms as she fell. Her dead weight took 
him to one knee. He maintained his balance, cradling her in his arms, 
saving her from hitting the stone floor. 


Outside, lightning went wild, casting the room in fits of flickering 
light. 

It was then that the beast, a soulless creature created for a single 
purpose, materialized fully out of the world of the dead and into the 
world of life. 

And sprang straight for Richard. 


Chapter 7 

Hanging limp and helpless in Richard’s arms, despite how much she 
tried, Nicci simply could not bring forth enough strength to warn him 
of the beast about to crash down on him. She would have given her 
last breath to deliver that warning but, right then, she had no breath. 

It was Cara, throwing all her weight at the charging creature, who 
deflected the full force of the attack and saved Richard from a killing 
strike. The beast’s fangs caught only air as it crashed past Richard, but 
its claws ripped through the flesh at the back of his shoulder. Knocked 
off balance from Cara’s tackle, the beast stumbled past Richard and 
smashed headlong into one of the heavy shelves. Bones, books, and 
boxes tumbled down. 

The thing scrambled to its feet, snarling, fangs bared, muscles taut. 
Stretching for a moment to its full height, it was a good foot taller 
than Richard and its shoulders were nearly twice as wide. Bony 
projections marked its hunched spine. Dark, leathery flesh, like that of 
a desiccated corpse, covered powerful muscles. 

It was a creature that wasn’t really alive, and yet it moved and 
reacted as if it were. Nicci knew that it had no soul, and for that 
reason it was all the more dangerous. It had been conjured in part 
from the lives and Han—the gift—of living men. It acted with the 
single-minded purpose that had been instilled in it by its creators: 
Jagang’s Sisters of the Dark. 

As it immediately recovered and again went for Richard, Cara 
lashed out with her Agiel. The beast didn’t appear to be harmed in the 
least by the weapon, but it abruptly halted and twisted toward the 
Mord-Sith with shocking speed and strength, backhanding her hard 
enough to send her flying. She crashed into a bookcase, toppling it 
back. Cara didn’t rise from the jumble of books and splintered wood. 

As lightning flashed outside the tall windows, Zedd used the 
opening to thrust out a hand, unleashing a shimmering bolt of power 
that lit the room. Shards of white-hot light exploded against the dark 
hide of the beast’s chest, leaving lines of soot radiating outward as 
evidence of the contact that didn’t appear to have caused any real 
harm. 

Nicci, after Richard had laid her on the floor, was just starting to be 
able to pull desperately needed air into her lungs. She put an elbow 
out to prop herself up as she gasped for breath. She saw blood running 
from Richard’s shoulder and down his arm. As he rose to meet his 
attacker he reached for his sword, but his sword was no longer there, 
at his hip. 

Slowed for only an instant, he instead drew a knife from a sheath at 
his belt. As he met the threat racing toward him he slashed with the 


blade, making solid contact that sent the creature reeling. Staggered 
by the blow and knocked from its feet, it tumbled across the stone 
floor, stopping only when it collided with one of the massive shelves. 
A ragged flap of leathery flesh hung like a flag from the injured 
shoulder. Without slowing, without pause, the beast sprang into a 
somersault and landed on its feet, ready to renew its attack. 

Ann and Nathan both threw fiery bolts at it. Rather than 
incinerating it, the conjured flames splashed off the beast. Unharmed, 
it roared with fury. Flashes of lightning glinted off the razor-sharp 
blade poised motionless in Richard’s fist. The creature seemed all 
fangs and claws as it again lunged for him. 

Richard stepped aside, gracefully turning with the beast’s onrushing 
charge, and with a backhanded swing slammed his knife hilt-deep into 
the center of its chest. It was a perfectly executed strike. 
Unfortunately, it seemed to have had no more effect than anything 
else that had been tried. 

The creature wheeled with impossible speed and seized Richard’s 
wrist. Before it could catch him up in its powerful arms, Richard 
twisted under the grip and came up behind his attacker. He gritted his 
teeth with the mighty effort of twisting the creature’s powerful arm up 
behind its knobby back. Nicci heard joints pop and bone snap. Rather 
than the injury slowing the beast, it whirled around, swinging the 
broken arm like a flail. Richard ducked and rolled away as deadly 
claws scythed past. 

Zedd used the opening to ignite a sphere of seething liquid fire. 
Even the lightning seemed to pause in the presence of such profound 
power brought to life. The room vibrated with the howl of the deadly, 
concentrated inferno Zedd unleashed. The knot of churning flames 
shrieked through the dark room, illuminating the tables and chairs, 
the shelves and columns, and the faces of everyone watching as it 
swept past. 

The beast glanced back over its shoulder at the tumbling, hissing 
yellow conflagration wailing across the room and defiantly bared its 
fangs at the approaching fire. 

It struck Nicci as an odd thing for the creature to do, almost as if it 
didn’t fear fire conjured by a wizard. Nicci had trouble imagining 
anything that could withstand such an onslaught—or not fear it. This 
was no mere fire, after all, but a menace that burned with 
phenomenal ferocity. 

An instant before the writhing sphere of wizard’s fire reached its 
target, the creature simply winked out of existence. 

Absent an objective, the fire splashed down on the stone floor, 
exploding across the carpets and breaking over tables like a rogue 
wave crashing ashore. Although conjured for a specific enemy, Nicci 


knew that runaway wizard’s fire could easily annihilate them all. 

Before it could destroy the room or anyone in it, Zedd, Nathan, and 
Ann immediately cast yet more webs—Zedd doing his best to recall 
his power while the other two suppressed and smothered the flames 
before they had a chance to get out of control. Clouds of steam 
billowed up as they all worked to contain any errant droplets of the 
tenacious fire. It was a tense moment before they knew that they had 
succeeded. 

Beyond the fog of vapor, Nicci saw the beast materialize out of the 
darkness. 

It appeared behind Zedd, back in the shadows where she’d first seen 
it step into the world of life. Nicci was the only one who realized that 
it had returned in a different place. She had never before seen the 
creature slip in and out of the world of the dead at will, but she knew 
that was the method by which it was able to track and follow Richard 
across vast distances. She knew, too, that no matter the form it took, it 
would never rest until it had him. 

Richard spotted the beast coming for him before any of the others 
and called out a warning to Zedd, standing directly in the path of the 
wild charge. Zedd blocked that charge by massing the air itself into a 
densely compressed, angled shield. The trick deflected the beast’s 
course by just enough. Richard used the diversion to slash at his 
attacker. Before his knife could make contact, the beast again winked 
out of existence, only to return an instant later once past Richard’s 
blade. 

It almost seemed to be toying with them, but Nicci knew that that 
wasn’t the case. It was merely employing varying tactics in its soulless 
quest to have Richard. Even its seemingly angry roars were merely a 
tactic meant to weaken its victim with fear, thereby giving it a chance 
to strike. Instilling the capacity for emotion in it would have produced 
limitations; therefore Jagang’s Sisters had left such qualities out. The 
beast was incapable of actually feeling anger. It was simply 
unremitting in its purpose. 

Ann and Nathan released a torrent of power concentrated into 
thousands of small, rock-hard, deadly points that could have shredded 
the hide right off an ox, but before the hurtling fragments could rip 
into the creature, it again effortlessly evaded the attacks by stepping 
into a shadow and coming out once again in another place. 

Nicci realized that none of them had the ability to stop the thing. 

Struggling to recover her strength, she scrambled across the floor to 
check on Cara. Still lying against a wall, Cara was dazed and having 
difficulty regaining her senses. Nicci pressed her fingers to the Mord- 
Sith’s temples, trickling in a thread of magic to wake her and revive 
her strength. She seized the woman by her leather outfit when she 


suddenly tried to scramble to her feet. 

“Listen to me,” Nicci said. “If you want to save Richard, you have to 
listen to me. You can’t stop that thing.” 

Not one to take instruction well, especially when it came to 
protecting Richard, Cara saw the immediate threat and sprang into 
action. As the beast spun around, focused on Richard, Cara threw 
herself at it, down low, rolling under it, knocking it from its feet. 
Before it could recover, she leaped on the beast’s back, as if mounting 
a wild stallion, and jammed her Agiel into the base of its skull. It was 
a move that would have killed any man. When the beast reared up on 
its knees, she hooked the weapon across the front of its throat. 

With its good arm, the creature snatched Cara’s Agiel and 
effortlessly ripped it from her grip. Cara vaulted for the weapon and 
snatched it back, but it cost her a blow that again sent her tumbling 
across the floor. 

As everyone clambered back from the creature, trying to stay out of 
the reach of its deadly claws, it threw its head back and roared. The 
sound was so deafening that everyone winced. Flashes of lightning lit 
beyond the windows, throwing blindingly bright light and a jumble of 
confusing shadows through the nearly dark room, making it difficult 
to see. 

Zedd, Nathan, and Ann conjured shields of air and used them to try 
to force the threat back, but the beast was able to crash through the 
shields and charge for their creators, forcing them to dodge out of 
harm’s way. 

Nicci knew that the three of them could not stop such a menace 
with the power they had. She didn’t see how Richard could, either. 

As the others continued to fight with every bit of ability and 
cunning they could muster, Nicci again seized a fistful of Cara’s 
leather outfit at her shoulder and hauled her close. 

“Are you ready to do it my way? Or do you want Richard to die?” 

Cara, panting from the exertion, looked ready to spit fire, but she 
heeded Nicci’s words. “What do you want me to do?” 

“Be ready to help me. Be ready to do exactly as I ask.” 

After receiving a nod of agreement, Nicci scrambled back up onto 
the table. She placed one foot in the center of the Grace drawn in her 
own blood, and the other out beyond the outer circle. 

Zedd, Nathan, and Ann threw everything they could conjure at the 
rampaging beast: webs of arcing power that could have cut stone, 
intensely focused force that could have bent iron, a hail of air 
concentrated into nodules hard enough to pulverize bone. None of it 
had any effect on the creature. In some cases it wasn’t affected by 
their power, while at other times it swiped at the assaults, brushing 


them aside, or avoided them altogether by winking out of existence 
only to reappear once the threat had passed. 

It again turned its attention to its purpose and lunged for Richard. 
He dodged to the side and once more used his knife to rip through the 
creature’s tough hide, trying to sever an arm. That, too, Nicci knew, 
would do no good. 

As the others shouted instructions, trying to find a way to destroy 
the threat, Cara, torn between helping Richard and following 
instructions, turned and peered up at Nicci. “What are you doing?” 

Nicci, not having the time to answer questions, pointed. “Can you 
lift that candelabra?” 

Cara glanced back over her shoulder. It was made of heavy wrought 
iron and held two dozen candles, none of them lit. 

“Probably.” 

“Use it like a lance. Drive the beast back toward the windows—” 

“What good is that going to do?” 

The beast lunged at Richard, trying to get its arms around him. 

Richard twisted away and in the process landed a powerful kick to 
its head that did no more than momentarily stagger it. 

“Just do as I say. Use it like a lance to drive the creature back. And 
make sure that the others stand back and stay clear.” 

“You think that if I can club it with the candelabra that will stop 
it?” 

“No. It learns. This will be something new. Just drive it back. It 
should be momentarily confused, or at least cautious. As soon as you 
force it back, throw the candelabra at it and then get yourself clear.” 

Cara, her lips pressed tightly together in frustrated fury, considered 
for only an instant. She was a woman who knew that hesitation could 
bring harm. She grabbed the heavy main post of the candle stand in 
both hands and with a mighty effort lifted it. The candles fell from 
their cups, bouncing and rolling across the stone floor. It was clear to 
Nicci how heavy the iron stand was. She thought, though, that Cara 
had enough muscle to handle it. There was no doubt that she had the 
mettle. 

But Nicci could no longer worry about Cara. She put the woman 
from her mind and straightened both arms, extending her hands down 
toward the bloody depiction of the Grace beneath her. She 
disregarded her doubts, her fears, and, as she had done countless 
times before, drew her mind back into the core of Han within herself. 
This time, above the Grace, it felt like falling back into an icy pool of 
power. 

Ignoring the fate she was condemning herself to, she turned her 
palms upward and lifted her hands, using that icy pool of power 


within herself to begin to bring the verification web back to its 
induction point. From within the dominion of the Grace, Nicci 
concentrated on a mental image of removing the countervailing blocks 
within the spell-form that kept it contained and inert. With deliberate 
intent, once she had exposed the inner field that only she could see, 
she used both sides of her power to connect opposing junctions. 

In an instant the green lines again started twisting their way up, like 
some ravenous vine made of light. In a heartbeat, the network of lines 
was as high as her thighs. 

Cara thrusted and stabbed at the beast. Several times she made solid 
contact with her unwieldy iron weapon, knocking the creature back a 
step. Each time it took a step back, she immediately jabbed again, 
forcing it back another step, then another. Nicci had been right—the 
creature reacted cautiously to the unexpected nature of the attack. 

She hoped that Cara could get the beast back not only far enough 
but in time. 

Bolts of lightning arced through the night sky, illuminating the wall 
of thick glass windows. Compared with the forces of the storm, the oil 
lamps were so weak as to be nearly useless. The flashes back and forth 
between blinding light and darkness made it difficult to see. 

As the glowing, greenish lines that were the mere reflection of the 
inner aspect of a spell that had been created thousands of years before 
by men long ago lost to history wove their way up around her, that 
inner spell-form once again ignited, lancing through her far faster than 
it had the first time. Nicci hadn’t been entirely ready. She went blind 
before she expected to. She struggled to breathe while she still could, 
while she still had a remnant of control. 

Her gifted vision began to flicker back and forth between both 
worlds, between the light of life and eternal blackness. The dark void 
beyond came and went in flashes, much like the lightning outside the 
window, but with blinding darkness rather than blinding light. 
Straddling both worlds, Nicci felt as if her soul would be ripped apart. 

She ignored the pain and focused on the task at hand. 

She knew that she could not destroy such a beast with her power 
alone. Sisters of the Dark had, after all, created it with the help of 
ancient powers that she could not begin to fathom. The conjured 
creature was the match of anything Nicci knew how to call forth. It 
would take something more than mere sorcery. 

Back near the windows, the beast finally dug in and halted its brief 
retreat. Cara jabbed at it, but the snarling beast would retreat no 
more. Cara was having difficulty handling the heavy iron candle 
stand. When Richard started to come to her aid, she yelled at 
everyone to get back. When he didn’t obey, she swung the candle 
stand around, making him jump back and letting him know that she 


meant business. 

Putting all her strength into the effort, Nicci brought her palms up, 
preparing to do the impossible. 

She had to find the cusp between nothing and the ignition of power. 

She needed not power, but its precursor. 

The green lines advanced farther up around her in their determined 
work of encasing her in the totality of the spell. Nicci tried to draw a 
breath, but her muscles would not respond. She needed the breath— 
just one breath. 

When the world of life flashed back into her gifted vision, she 
pulled with all her might and at last drew that breath. 

“Now, Cara!” 

Without hesitation, Cara heaved the heavy candelabra. The beast 
easily caught the massive iron candle stand in one clawed hand, lifting 
it high. Behind it, through the windows, lightning cracked and 
boomed. 

Nicci paused, waiting for a lull in the flashes. 

When it came, when the room plunged back into darkness, she cast 
out—not power, but its antecedent. 

That casting bathed the beast in the agonizingly almost: the 
inductive ignition of power... absent the consequence. 

She could see that the creature felt the strange sensation of the 
promise of the profound... not quite conjured, not yet delivered. It 
blinked in confusion, unsure if it really felt something, wanting to act, 
yet not knowing what it was that it felt or what to act against. 

Without the successful launch of any direct attack of Nicci’s power, 
the beast appeared to decide that she had failed and again defiantly 
lifted the candelabra high over its head, like a trophy won in battle. 

“Now,” Zedd called to Ann and Nathan as he rushed forward, 
“while it’s distracted.” 

They were about to ruin everything. Nicci could do nothing to halt 
their interference. Cara, never one to be gentle in her duty, did do 
something. She drove the three of them back like a sheepdog herding 
strays. They protested as they retreated, demanding she get out of the 
way. 

Nicci watched it all happening from a distant place on the cusp 
between worlds. She could no longer help Cara. The woman would 
have to handle it herself. Somewhere in the faraway world of life; 
Zedd fumed at the Mord-Sith and tried to launch an attack, but Cara 
used the threat of ramming him with a shoulder to drive him back, 
throwing him not only off balance, but distracting him from his 
intentions. 

In that other world, the dark world beyond life, what Nicci had 


deliberately created was a void of effect, cause without consequence, a 
constructed expectation of a material release of her darker power, 
which she also deliberately tailed to provide. 

Time itself seemed to stand still, waiting for what must be but 
would not come. 

The tension in the air around Nicci was palpable. The green lines 
around her raced ever faster through the air in an effort to completely 
reestablish the verification web, to have her life held suspended. 

The flaw, like a spider in its web, waited for her. 

She knew she had only a fleeting moment before she would be 
unable to do anything. 

This time, her end would at least gain something of value. 

Nicci fed the field around the beast yet more of the open gateway to 
a profound release of power which she purposely withheld. 

The stress between what existed and what did not yet exist, and 
would not happen, was insufferable. 

In an instant, that terrible, intolerable void, that vacuum of power 
that Nicci had created in both worlds, was filled with the deafening 
release of a bolt of lightning that came crashing in through the 
window, while its twin, from the world beyond the world of life, 
ripped through the veil, drawn to the need unfulfilled around the 
beast—compelled to complete what Nicci had begun but would not 
finish. This time, there was no safety in escape to another world; both 
worlds had together unleashed their fury. 

Shattered glass rained through the room. The thunderous boom 
shook the stone walls of the Keep. It seemed as if the sun itself were 
exploding in through the window. 

The lines racing around Nicci came up like a shroud. 

Through her gifted vision she saw the completion of the link she 
had established, saw the lightning find the void around the beast and 
fulfill the terrible empty obligation she had created. 

The explosion of that lightning was beyond anything that she had 
ever seen before. Creating the precursor in both worlds lent the 
lightning the power of both worlds, Additive and Subtractive, creative 
and destructive, intertwined in a single calamitous discharge. 

Nicci was frozen by the spell, and could not close her eyes against 
the blinding flash of light and dark that tangled together, striking both 
ends of candelabra and blasting down through the beast. 

In the violent corona of crackling white light, the beast came apart, 
driven to dust and vapor by the intensity of the heat and power 
focused in the void Nicci had created. 

Gales of rain and wind roared in through the shattered window. 
Outside, yet more lightning flickered through the roiling greenish 


clouds. When the lightning outside lit the room, they could all see that 
the beast was gone. 

For now, anyway, it was gone. 

Through the net of green lines, Nicci saw Richard racing across the 
room toward her. 

That room seemed so distant. 

She saw the dark world close in around her. 


Chapter 8 

When her horse whinnied and stamped its hooves, Kahlan slipped 
her hand farther up the reins, closer to the bit, to hold the nervous 
animal in place. The horse didn’t like what it smelled any more than 
Kahlan did. She reached up and gently stroked the underside of the 
horse’s chin as she waited behind Sisters Ulicia and Cecilia. 

Light gusts ruffled the cottonwood leaves overhead, making the 
glossy leaves shimmer in the midday light. In the shade of those huge 
cotton-woods, dappled sunlight danced over the grassy hilltop, while 
overhead a few cottony white clouds dotted the blindingly bright blue 
sky. When the breeze shifted around and came in from their backs, it 
brought relief not only from the sweltering heat. Kahlan allowed 
herself a deeper breath. 

She used a finger to wipe sweat and grime from under the metal 
collar locked around her neck. She wished she could have a bath, or at 
least jump in a stream or a lake. The summer heat and dusty traveling 
had conspired to turn her long hair into an itchy, tangled mess. She 
knew, though, that the Sisters didn’t care how uncomfortable she was 
and that they wouldn’t be pleased if she were to ask if she could have 
a chance to wash up, the way they often did. The Sisters didn’t care in 
the least about Kahlan’s wants, much less her comfort. She was their 
slave, no more; it mattered not if the collar she wore around her neck 
chafed and rubbed her skin raw. 

As Kahlan waited, her mind wandered to the statue she had given 
up, the statue she’d had to leave in Lord Richard Rahl’s palace. While 
she had no memory of her past, she had memorized every line of that 
figure of a woman with flowing hair and robes. There was something 
quietly noble about her spirit, about the way the figure stood with her 
back arched, her hands fisted, and her head thrown back as if in 
defiance of invisible forces that would subdue her. 

Kahlan knew all too well what it felt like to have invisible forces 
subduing her. 

From the quiet hilltop they watched as Sister Armina made her way 
across the open landscape below. There was no one else in sight. The 
long grasses looked almost liquid as they waved and bowed in the 
breeze. Sister Armina finally trotted her bay mare up the hill. She 
circled her horse around and came to a halt beside the rest of them. 

“They’re not there,” she announced. 

“How far ahead are they?” Sister Ulicia asked. 

Sister Armina lifted an arm to point. “I didn’t go much beyond those 
hills there. I didn’t want to take a chance on being spotted by any of 
Jagang’s gifted. As near as I can tell, though, the stragglers and camp 
followers have only moved on a day or two ago.” 


When the breeze at their backs slackened, it allowed the smell to 
drift up the hill again. Kahlan wrinkled her nose. Sister Ulicia noticed 
but didn’t comment. The Sisters didn’t seem to be at all bothered by 
the stench. 

Sister Ulicia abruptly turned and stuffed a boot in a stirrup. “Let’s 
go have a look over the hills beyond,” she said as she swung up into 
her saddle. 

Kahlan mounted up and followed after the other three women as 
they trotted their horses down the hill. She thought it odd how the 
Sisters seemed unusually jumpy. They tended to be arrogantly bold in 
whatever they did, but now they were being cautious. 

To the left towered the rugged, blue-gray shapes of lofty mountains. 
The rock slopes and cliffs were so imposing that there were few places 
where trees could gain a foothold. Some of the peaks were so high 
that they had snow atop them despite it being summer. Kahlan and 
the Sisters had followed those mountains south since finding a place 
to cross over them after leaving the People’s Palace. In those travels, 
the Sisters had avoided going near people whenever they could. 

Kahlan gave her horse’s reins a little more slack. The hills they rode 
across were rutted with gullies that made it difficult traveling at times. 
Kahlan knew that there would probably be roads down out of the 
hills, but the Sisters didn’t generally like to travel on roads and kept 
off them whenever possible. As they moved through the tall grass 
among the scattered trees, they stayed in the concealing shelter of the 
folds of land between hills. 

Before Kahlan could see any of what lay ahead, the unmistakable, 
gagging stench of death grew so terrible that she could hardly breathe. 
Cresting a hill, she finally saw the city spread out below. They all 
paused, gazing down at the empty roads, the burned buildings, and 
the carcasses of what looked to be horses. 

“Let’s be quick,” Sister Ulicia said. “We’ll take the main road on the 
other side for a ways and get close enough to be sure of where they 
are and exactly the direction they’re headed.” 

They spurred their horses into canters as they rode in silence down 
out of the hills and into the fringes of the city. The place looked to 
have been built up around a meandering bend in a river and the 
crossings of several roads that were probably trade routes. The larger 
of two timber bridges had been burned. As they crossed a narrow 
second bridge in single file, Kahlan glanced down at the water. 
Bloated bodies floating facedown had collected in the reeds. Even 
before she had seen them, the stench of death had been so heavy in 
the air that she had lost her interest in going for a swim. She just 
wanted to be away from the place. 

As they rode in among the buildings, Kahlan held a scarf over her 


nose and mouth. It didn’t help much. She thought she might vomit 
from the fetid smell of rotting flesh. It seemed peculiar that it was so 
strong. 

She soon discovered why. 

They rode past side streets where corpses were piled in the 
hundreds. A few dogs and mules lay dead among them, the legs of the 
mules standing out straight and stiff. From the way the bodies were 
jammed into the narrow side streets, Kahlan thought that the people 
must have been herded into confined spaces from which escape was 
impossible and then slaughtered. Most of the dead, animal and 
human, were ripped open with ghastly wounds. Some of the dead had 
broken lances jutting from them, while others had been killed by 
arrows. Most, though, appeared to have been hacked to death. Kahlan 
noticed one other thing about them: they were all older people. 

Many of the buildings in one section of the city were burned down. 
Only in a few places did wisps of smoke still curl up from some of the 
thicker piles of rubble. The charred wooden beams looked like the 
scorched skeletons of monsters. It appeared to be a day or two since 
the fires had burned themselves out. 

Stepping their horses along the narrow cobbled street between two- 
story buildings looming up to either side of the road, they peered 
about in silent appraisal of the destruction. The buildings still standing 
had all been looted. Doors were broken in, or lay in the street nearby. 
Kahlan didn’t see a single window that hadn’t been broken. Curtains 
lay draped over a few of the tiny balconies overlooking the street. A 
few of those balconies held a body. Besides the fragments of wood 
from doorframes and the broken glass, the streets were littered with 
trivial items: random articles of clothing; a bloody boot; pieces of 
broken furniture; broken weapons; broken pieces of wagons. Kahlan 
saw a doll with yellow yarn for hair lying facedown, its back flattened 
by a hoofprint. All of the items had the look of having been picked 
over by a number of hands and, after being judged to be worthless, 
discarded. 

Daring to look into the dark buildings they passed, Kahlan saw the 
real horrors. They were not merely the bodies of murdered 
townspeople. There were the bodies of people who looked to have 
been murdered for sport, or out of a sheer brutality. Unlike the bodies 
heaped in the side streets, these people were not older. They looked 
like they might have been people trying to protect their shops or 
homes. Through one broken shopwindow she saw that a man, wearing 
the kind of apron used by cobblers, had been nailed to a wall by his 
wrists. From the center of his chest protruded dozens of arrows, 
making him look like a grotesque pincushion. His mouth and each eye 
had been penetrated by an arrow. The man had not only been used for 


target practice, but as an object of monstrous humor. 

In other dark buildings, Kahlan saw women who had all too 
obviously been raped. A shirtsleeve still on one arm was all that 
covered one woman on a floor. Her breasts had been mutilated. In 
another place, a girl, looking not to yet have grown into womanhood, 
lay sprawled on a table, her dress pushed up past her waist. Her throat 
had been cut through to her spine. Her legs lay splayed out, a 
broomstick left shoved in her as a final act of disdain. Kahlan felt 
numb as she saw one horrifying sight after another, each of such lurid 
cruelty that she could not imagine the kind of men who could have 
committed such acts. 

By the manner of dress of many of the dead, the men appeared to be 
simple working people. They were not soldiers. For the crime of trying 
to protect their homes and businesses they had been butchered. 

As Kahlan passed one small building she saw, in a back corner 
against a brick wall, a pile of small children—mostly babies. It was 
reminiscent of the way autumn leaves collected in a corner, except 
these all had once been living people with a life ahead of them. The 
gore on the brick wall betrayed where their heads had been bashed in. 
It was apparent that the killers had wanted to dispatch them as 
efficiently as possible. On the silent ride through the city, Kahlan saw 
several more places where the very young had been cast into piles 
after being murdered in a fashion that could only be described as 
entertainment for the most monstrous of men. 

Although there were not very many women among the dead, Kahlan 
didn’t see one who was fully clothed. The ones she did see were either 
older or pretty young. Their treatment had been bestial beyond 
imagining and their deaths slow. 

Kahlan swallowed back the lump in her throat as she wiped her 
eyes. 

She wanted to scream. The three Sisters didn’t seem to be 
particularly moved by the carnage in the city. They watched down the 
side streets and gazed at the surrounding hills, apparently concerned 
about any sign of a threat. 

Kahlan had never been so happy to leave a place as she was when 
they finally made their way out of the city and took a road leading 
southeast. 

The road turned out not to be the escape from the outrages of the 
city that she thought it would be. Along the way the ditches were here 
and there filled with the bodies of unarmed young men and older 
boys, probably executed for trying to escape, resisting the idea of 
slavery, as lessons to the others, or simply for the sport of murder. 

Kahlan felt dizzy and hot. She feared she might be sick. The way she 
swayed in her saddle only made her nausea worse. The stench of 


death and charred flesh followed them in the bright sunshine as they 
rode among the hills on the far side of the city. The smell was so 
pervasive that it felt as if it had saturated her clothes and was even 
coming out in her sweat. 

She doubted that she would ever again sleep without nightmares. 

Kahlan didn’t know what the name of the city had been, but it was 
no more. There hadn’t been a single person left alive. Anything of any 
value had either been destroyed or looted. From the number of 
corpses, as vast as they had been, she knew that many of the city’s 
inhabitants, mostly the women, the ones of the right age, anyway, had 
been taken as slaves. After seeing what had happened to the women 
left dead in the city, Kahlan could vividly imagine what would happen 
to the women taken away. 

The broadening plane and the hills to either side for as far as Kahlan 
could see had been trampled by what had to be well beyond mere 
hundreds of thousands of men. The grasses had not simply been 
flattened by countless boots, hooves, and wagon wheels, but had been 
ground to dust under the weight of unthinkable numbers. The sight 
put into perspective the magnitude of the masses that had passed 
through the city, and in a way was more horrifying than the ghastly 
scenes of death. A force of men this huge bordered on a force of 
nature itself, like some terrible storm that cut a swath across the face 
of the land, mercilessly destroying everything in its path. 

Later in the day, as they approached the crest of a hill, the Sisters 
carefully maneuvered into a position that put the sun low at their 
backs so that anyone ahead would have to stare into the sun to see 
them. Sister Ulicia slowed and stood in her stirrups, stretching for a 
careful look, then signaled the rest of them to dismount. They all tied 
their horses to the carcass of a scraggly old pine split in two by 
lightning. Sister Ulicia told Kahlan to stay close behind them. 

At the edge of the hill, as they crouched silently in the weedy grass, 
they finally caught their first glimpse of what had come through the 
fallen city. In the dim distance, spread across the hazy horizon, was 
what at first appeared to be a muddy, brown sea, but was actually the 
dark taint of an army of such numbers that it was beyond counting. 
Carried on the wind, in the quiet, late-day air, Kahlan could just make 
out the distant, bloodcurdling sounds of howls, women’s screams, and 
men’s raucous laughter coming from the massive mob. 

The sheer weight of such multitudes would have crushed the 
defenses of any city. Any armed opposition would hardly have been 
noticed by an army as vast as this one. Men gathered in such numbers 
could not be halted by anything. 

But as much as this army seemed to be a mass, a mob, a thing, she 
knew that it was wrong to think of it in those terms; this was a group 


of individuals. These men had not been born monsters. Each had once 
been a helpless babe cradled in a mother’s arms. Each had once been a 
child with fears, hopes, and dreams. While an occasional aberrant 
individual could, because of a sick mind, grow up to be a remorseless 
killer, this many individuals had not. Each was a killer by conviction 
to a cause, a killer by choice, all united under a banner of perverse 
beliefs that gave sanction to their savagery. 

These were all individuals who when confronted with the choice 
had willfully cast away the inherent nobility of life, and chose instead 
to be servants of death. 

Kahlan had been horrified at the butchery she’d seen back in the 
city, nauseated by the things she had seen. For a time she’d hardly 
been able to breathe, not just from the stench of death, but from her 
tearful despair at such mindless brutality, at such monumental and 
intentional depravity. She felt a sense of sickening dread for those 
helpless souls yet to face the horde and a crushing loss of any hope 
that life could ever be worth living, that it could ever be reasoned and 
secure, much less joyous. 

But now, at the sight of the source of the slaughter, the great force 
of men who had all willingly perpetrated such atrocities, all those 
desolate feelings melted away. In their place smoldering anger ignited, 
the kind of inner rage she didn’t think a person very often felt in their 
life. Remembering the old people who had been hacked apart, the 
infants dispatched by bashing in their brains, and the savage 
treatment of the women, Kahlan could think of little else but her 
burning desire for vengeance for the silent dead. 

That sense of rage seethed through her, a rage so terrible that it 
seemed to forever change something within her. In that moment, she 
felt a profound affinity with the small statue she’d had to leave in 
Richard Rahl’s peaceful garden, an understanding of its spirit that she 
hadn’t had before. 

“Tt’s Jagang, all right,” Sister Cecilia finally said in a bitter voice. 

Sister Armina nodded. “And we have to get past him if we’re to get 
to Caska.” 

Sister Ulicia gestured to the wall of mountains to the left. “Their 
army, with all their horses, wagons, and supplies, can’t cross the 
narrow passes between those peaks, but we can. As slow as Jagang 
moves, we can easily get over the passes and then to Caska long 
before they can travel south to get past the mountains and then move 
up into D’Hara.” 

Sister Cecilia stared off to the horizon. “The D’Haran army doesn’t 
stand a chance against that.” 

“That’s not our problem,” Sister Ulicia said. 


“But what about our bond to Richard Rahl?” Sister Armina asked. 

“We’re not the ones attacking Richard Rahl,” Sister Ulicia said. 
“Jagang is the one going after him, seeking to destroy him, not us. We 
are the ones who will wield the power of Orden and then we will 
grant Richard Rahl what only we will have the power to grant. That is 
enough to preserve our bond and protect us from the dream walker. 
Jagang and his army are not our problem and what they aim to do is 
not our responsibility.” 

Kahlan remembered being at the People’s Palace and wondering 
what the man was like. Even though she didn’t know him, she feared 
for him and his people having to face what was coming for them. 

“It will be our problem if they get to Caska before us,” Sister Cecilia 
said. “Besides catching up with Tovi, Caska is the only other central 
site we can get into for now.” 

Sister Ulicia dismissed the notion with a flick of her hand. “They’re 
a long way from Caska. We can easily cut the distance and outpace 
them by going over the mountains rather than down, around, and 
then back up as they will have to do.” 

“You don’t think they might quicken their pace?” Sister Armina 
asked. “After all, Jagang might be eager to finally finish off Lord Rahl 
and the D’Haran forces.” 

Sister Ulicia huffed at the very idea. “Jagang knows the D’Haran 
army has nowhere else to go—Richard Rahl has no choice now but to 
stand and fight. The matter is as good as decided. It’s only a matter of 
time. 

“The dream walker is in no hurry, nor could he be—not with an 
army that huge and unwieldy. And even if they could quicken their 
pace they have to travel a much greater distance so that still wouldn’t 
get him to Caska before we can get there. Besides, Jagang’s army is 
the same now as it has been since they first took over the Old World, 
decades ago, and as it has been throughout this entire war. They never 
hurry their pace. They are like the seasons—they move with great 
force, but very slowly.” 

She cast a meaningful look at the other two Sisters. “Besides, 
they’ve just stripped the city of women. Jagang’s men will be eager to 
enjoy their new spoils.” 

The blood drained from Sister Armina’s face. “Don’t we know the 
truth of that.” 

“Jagang and his men never tire of the use of captive women,” Sister 
Cecilia said, half to herself. 

Sister Armina’s color came back in a red rush. “I’d love to string 
Jagang up and have my way with him.” 

“We'd all enjoy a bit of dealing out lessons to those men,” Sister 


Ulicia said as she stared off into the distance, “but we have better 
things to do.” She smirked. “Someday, though...” 

The three Sisters were silent for a time as they gazed off at the vast 
horde spread across the horizon. 

“Someday,” Sister Cecilia said in a low, rancorous voice, “we will 
open the boxes of Orden and we will have the power to make that 
man twist in the wind.” 

Sister Ulicia turned and headed back toward the horses. “If we are 
ever going to open one of the three boxes, then we will first have to 
get to Tovi and the last box—and to what else is in Caska. Forget 
about Jagang and his army. This is the last we’ll have to see them— 
until the day conies when we’ve unleashed the power of Orden and we 
can have a bit of fun dealing out our own, personal retribution to the 
dream walker.” 


Chapter 9 

Nicci opened her eyes. She saw only vague shapes. 

“Zedd is angry with you.” 

Even though it sounded as if it had come from some hazy, faraway 
place, she knew that it was Richard’s voice. She was surprised to hear 
it. She was surprised to hear anything. She thought that by all rights 
she should be dead. 

As her vision started coming into focus, Nicci rolled her head to the 
right and saw him sitting huddled close on a chair that had been 
pulled right up beside the bed. Leaning forward, elbows on his knees, 
his fingers folded neatly together, he was watching her. 

“Why?” she asked. 

Looking relieved to see her awake, he leaned back in the simple 
wooden chair and smiled that crooked smile of his that she so loved 
seeing. 

“Because you broke the window back in that room where you were 
all doing the verification web.” 

In the light of a lamp glowing softly beneath a milky white shade, 
she saw that she was covered up to her armpits in a luxuriously 
embroidered gold bedcover with lustrous sage green fringe. She had 
on a satiny nightdress that she didn’t recognize. The sleeves went all 
the way down to her wrists. It was pale pink. Not her color. 

She wondered where the nightdress had come from and, more to 
the point, who had undressed her and put it on her. Back at the Palace 
of the Prophets, so long ago, Richard had been the first person she’d 
ever met who didn’t expect that he had a right to her body or some 
other aspect of her life. That forthright attitude had helped start the 
process of reasoning that eventually led to her casting off a lifetime of 
teachings of the Order. Through Richard, she had come to truly see 
that her life belonged to her alone. Along with that comprehension, 
she had since then discovered the dignity and self-worth in propriety. 

Right then, though, she had concerns other than finding herself in a 
pink nightdress. Her throbbing head felt impossibly heavy against the 
cozy pillow. 

“Technically,” she said, “the lightning broke the window. Not me.” 

“Somehow,” Cara said from another chair tipped back against the 
wall beside the door, “I don’t think the distinction will much impress 
him.” 

“I suppose not,” Nicci said with a sigh. “That room is in the 
hardened section of the Keep.” 

Richard twitched a frown. “It’s where?” 

She squinted slightly in an effort to bring his face more into focus. 
“That section of the Keep is a special place. It’s hardened against 


intentional interference as well as aberrational and errant events.” 

Cara folded her arms. “Mind giving us the translation?” 

The woman was in her red leather. Nicci wondered if that meant 
there was more trouble about or if she was just surly from the beast 
paying them a visit. 

“Tt’s a containment field,” Nicci said. “We know very little about the 
ancient, bewilderingly intricate makeup of the Chainfire spell. It’s 
hazardous to even study such unstable components all tangled 
together the way that one is. That’s why we were using that particular 
place to run the verification web. That room is in the original core of 
the Keep—an important sanctuary used for tasks involving anomalous 
material. Various kinds of both constructed and free-formed conjuring 
are apt to contain innate tangential outflows that can convey domain 
breaches, so when working with them it’s best to confine such 
potentially hazardous components to a containment field.” 

“Oh, well, thanks for the translation,” Cara said in a cutting tone. 
“Tt’s all so clear, now. It’s a field thing.” 

Nicci nodded as best she could. “Yes—a containment field.” When 
Cara’s frown only darkened, Nicci added, “Doing magic in there is like 
keeping a wasp in a bottle.” 

“Oh.” Cara let out a sigh, finally grasping the simplified concept. “I 
guess that explains why Zedd was so grumpy about it.” 

“Maybe he can fix it back to the way it was,” Richard offered. 
“Surprisingly enough, the room isn’t too badly torn up. It’s mostly the 
broken windows that he’s riled about.” 

Nicci lifted a hand in a weak gesture. “I don’t doubt it. The glass in 
there is unique. It has embedded properties designed to contain 
conjured magic from escaping—and to prevent gifted assaults. Its 
function is much the same as shields, except that it deters power 
rather than people.” 

Richard considered a moment. “Well,” he finally said, “it didn’t 
prevent an attack from the beast.” 

Nicci stared off at the bookshelves built into the wall opposite the 
bed. “Nothing can,” she said. “In this case the beast didn’t come 
through the windows or walls—it came through the veil, emerging out 
of the underworld right into the room; it didn’t need to come through 
any shields or containment field or refractory glass.” 

Cara’s chair thumped down. “And it nearly tore your arm off.” She 
shook a finger at Richard. “You were using your gift. You drew it to 
you. If Zedd hadn’t been there to heal you, you would likely have bled 
to death.” 

“Oh, Cara, every time you tell the story I seem to bleed more. No 
doubt the next time I hear it told I’ll have been torn in two and 


stitched back together with magic thread.” 

She folded her arms as she tipped her chair back against the wall. 
“You could have been torn in two.” 

“I wasn’t as badly hurt as you make it out. I’m fine.” Richard leaned 
in a little and squeezed Nicci’s hand. “At least you stopped it.” 

She met his gaze. 

“For now,” she said. “That’s all.” 

“For now is enough for now.” He smiled in quiet satisfaction. “You 
did good, Nicci.” 

His gray eyes mirrored his inner sincerity. Somehow the world 
always seemed better when Richard was pleased that someone had 
accomplished something difficult. He always seemed to value what 
people achieved—always seemed to delight in their triumphs. It 
invariably lifted her heart when he was pleased with something she 
had done. 

Her gaze strayed from his face. She noticed the small statue 
standing on the table just behind him. The lamplight highlighted the 
flowing hair and robes that Richard had once so carefully carved into 
the figure of his impression of Kahlan’s spirit. The lustrous statue, 
sculpted from walnut, stood as if in silent defiance of some invisible 
force attempting to suppress that spirit. 

“Pm in your room,” Nicci said, half to herself. 

A curious frown twitched across his brow. “How did you know?” 

Nicci looked away from the statue to gaze out the small, round- 
topped window through the thick stone wall to the left. A delicate, 
pale blush of color was just visible in the lower reaches of a black, 
star-filled sky as dawn gradually approached. 

“Lucky guess,” she lied. 

“It was closer,” Richard explained. “Zedd and Nathan wanted to get 
you in a bed, get you comfortable, so they could evaluate what they 
needed to do to help you.” 

Nicci knew by the lingering, icy feeling coursing through her veins 
that they had done something more than mere evaluation. 

“Rikka and I undressed you and put you in a nightdress Zedd found 
for us,” Cara explained to the unspoken question she must have seen 
in Nicci’s eyes. 

“Thanks.” Nicci lifted a hand in a vague gesture. “How long have I 
been unconscious? What happened?” 

“Well,” Richard said, “after you jumped back up into that spell-form 
the night before last and called the lightning to stop the beast, the 
verification web nearly took you for good. After I got you out, Zedd 
thought you needed to rest more than anything so he did a little 
something so that you would sleep. You were a bit delirious from the 


pain you were in. He said that he helped you drift off so you wouldn’t 
have to suffer it. He told us that you would sleep all of yesterday and 
last night, and then awake around dawn today. I guess he had it 
right.” 

Cara rose to stand behind Richard and peer down at Nicci. “No one 
thought that Lord Rahl would be able to get you out the second time. 
They thought your spirit was too far gone into the underworld to ever 
get you back—but he did it. He got you back.” 

Nicci looked from Cara’s smug smile to Richard’s gray eyes. They 
didn’t reflect anything of the difficulty of the task. She had trouble 
imagining how he could have accomplished such a thing. 

“You did good, Richard,” she said, making him smile. 

He and Cara turned toward a soft knock at the door. Zedd quietly 
eased the door open to peek in. When he saw that Nicci was awake, 
he shed his care and strolled in. 

“Ah,” he observed, “back from the dead, it would appear.” 

Nicci smiled. “Wretched excursion. I don’t advise a visit to the 
place. Sorry about the windows, but it was either—” 

“Better the windows than what might have happened to Richard.” 

Nicci was cheered to hear him say as much. “That was my thought.” 

“Sometime you will have to explain to me exactly what you did and 
how you did it. I wasn’t aware that any form of conjured power could 
breach those windows.” 

“It can’t. I simply... invited a confluence of natural power to come 
in through the windows.” 

Zedd regarded her with an unreadable look. “About the windows,” 
he finally said in a measured tone, “we might be able to use your 
ability with both sides of the gift to restore them.” 

“Td be glad to help.” 

Cara took a step forward. “When Tom and Friedrich eventually get 
back from patrolling the surrounding countryside I’m sure that they’d 
be able to help with the window’s woodwork. Friedrich, especially, 
knows about working with wood.” 

Zedd nodded as he smiled briefly at the suggestion before turning to 
his grandson. “Where have you been? I went looking for you this 
morning and couldn’t find you. I’ve been looking for you all day.” 

Nicci realized that the windows were hardly his primary concern. 

Richard glanced briefly at the statue. “I read a lot last night. When 
it got light I went for a walk to think about what to do next.” 

Zedd sighed at the answer. “Well, as I told you after you broke the 
first spell-form holding Nicci, we need to talk about some of the things 
you said.” 

It was clear that it was not a matter of casual curiosity but a pointed 


demand. 

Richard stood to help stuff pillows behind Nicci when he saw her 
start to sit up. The pain was becoming no more than a fading memory. 
Zedd had obviously done something more than help her sleep. Her 
head was starting to clear. She realized that she was hungry. 

“So talk,” Richard said as he sat back down. 

“I need you to explain precisely how you were able to know how to 
shut down a verification web—especially one as complex as the 
Chainfire event matrix.” 

Richard looked more than a little weary. “I told you before, I 
understand the jargon of emblems.” 

Zedd clasped his hands behind his back as he started to pace. 
Concern was clearly etched in the lines of his face. “Yes, about that, 
you mentioned that you know a lot about ‘representational designs 
involving lethality.’ I need to know what you meant by that.” 

Richard took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as he leaned back 
in his chair. Having grown up around Zedd, he obviously knew quite 
well that when Zedd wanted to know something it was easiest to just 
answer the questions. 

Richard turned his wrists over across his knees. Strange symbols 
girded the leather-padded silver wristbands he wore. On the center of 
each band, at the insides of his wrists, there was a small Grace. That 
alone was alarming enough, since Nicci had seen Richard use them to 
call the sliph so that they could travel. She couldn’t begin to imagine 
what the other symbols meant. 

“These things all around the bands—the emblems, designs, and 
devices—are pictures representing things. Like I said before, they’re a 
jargon, a language of sorts.” 

Zedd waggled a finger at the designs on the wristbands. “And you 
can make out meaning in them? Like you did with the spell-form?” 

“Yes. Most are ways of fighting with the sword—that’s how I was 
first able to recognize them and how I began to learn to understand 
them.” 

Richard’s fingers idly sought reassurance in the touch of the 
weapon’s hilt, but it was no longer there at his hip. He caught himself 
and went on. 

“Many of these are the same as the designs outside the First 
Wizard’s enclave. You know—on those brass plaques on the 
entablature above the variegated, red stone columns, on the round 
metal disks all along the frieze, and also carved into the stone of the 
cornice.” 

He glanced over his shoulder at his grandfather. “Most of these 
emblems overtly involve combat with a sword.” 


Nicci blinked in surprise as she listened. Richard had never told her 
about the symbols on the wristbands. As First Wizard, Zedd had been 
the keeper of the Sword of Truth, and it was his duty to name a new 
Seeker when needed, but given his reaction, she didn’t think that even 
he had known about this. She supposed that was understandable. The 
sword, after all, had been made thousands of years before by wizards 
with prodigious power. 

“That one.” Zedd thrust a bony finger at an emblem on one of 
Richard’s wristbands. “That one is on the door to the First Wizard’s 
enclave.” 

Richard turned his other wrist and tapped a starburst pattern on the 
top of the silver band. “As is this one here.” 

Zedd pulled Richard’s arms closer, inspecting the wristbands in the 
lamplight. “Yes... those are both on the door.” He squinted a frown at 
Richard. “And you honestly believe that they mean something, and 
that you’ve learned to read them?” 

“Yes, of course.” 

Zedd, his wiry brows drawing low, was still clearly dubious. “What 
do you think they mean?” 

Richard touched a symbol on the wristbands and one like it on his 
boot pins. He pointed out the same design within the gold band 
around his black tunic. Until he pointed it out, Nicci hadn’t realized 
that it was hidden there, among the rest of what seemed to be nothing 
more than an elaborate decorative strip. The pattern looked like two 
rough triangles with a sinuous, undulating double line running around 
and through them. 

“This one is a kind of rhythm used for fighting when outnumbered. 
It conveys a sense of the cadence of the dance, movements without 
iron form.” 

Zedd cocked an eyebrow. “Movement without iron form?” 

“Yes, you know, movement that’s not rigid, not prescribed and 
inflexible, yet is still deliberate, with specific intent as well as precise 
objectives; This emblem describes an integral part of the dance.” 

“The dance?” 

Richard nodded. “The dance with death.” 

Zedd’s jaw worked a moment before his voice returned. “Dance. 
With death.” He stammered a moment more with the halting 
beginnings of a flurry of questions before finally pausing and then 
retreating to something simpler. “And how does this connect with the 
symbols at the First Wizard’s enclave?” 

Richard burnished a thumb across the forms on the left wristband. 
“The symbols would have meaning to a war wizard—that, in part, is 
how I figured it out. Symbols have significance in many professions. 


Tailors paint shears on their window, a weapons maker might paint 
the outline of knives over his door, a tavern might have a sign with a 
mug on it, a blacksmith an anvil, and a farrier might nail up 
horseshoes. Some signs, a skull with crossed bones beneath it for 
instance, warn of something deadly. War wizards likewise put signs up 
on the First Wizard’s enclave. 

“Even more importantly, each profession has its own jargon, a 
specialized vocabulary specific to that craft. It’s no different with a 
war wizard. The jargon of his profession has to do with lethality. 
These symbols here and outside the First Wizard’s enclave are in part 
the sign of his craft: bringing death.” 

Zedd cleared his throat, then looked down and pointed at another 
symbol on Richard’s wristband. “This one, here. This one is on the 
door to my enclave. Do you know its meaning? Can you paraphrase its 
intent?” 

Richard turned his wrist slightly as he glanced down at the starburst 
symbol. “It’s an admonition not to allow your vision to lock on any 
one thing. The starburst is a warning to look everywhere at once, to 
see nothing to the exclusion of everything else. It’s a reminder that 
you mustn’t allow the enemy to draw your attention in a way that 
directs your vision and makes it settle on one thing. If you do, you 
will see what he wishes you to see. Doing so will allow him to blind 
you, in a manner of speaking, and he will then come at you without 
you seeing him and you will most likely lose your life. 

“Instead, like this starburst, your vision must open to all there is, 
never settling, even when cutting. To dance with death means to 
understand and become as one with your enemy, meaning with the 
way he thinks within the range of his knowledge, so that you know his 
sword as well as your own—its exact location, its speed, and its next 
move before it comes without having to wait to see it first. By opening 
your vision in this way, opening all your senses, you come to know 
your enemy’s mind and moves as if by instinct.” 

Zedd scratched his temple. “You’re trying to tell me that these 
symbols, signs specific to war wizards, are all instructions for using a 
sword?” 

Richard shook his head. “The word ‘sword’ is meant to represent all 
forms of struggle, not just combat or fighting with a weapon. It applies 
just as much to strategy and leadership, among other things in life. 

“Dancing with death means being committed to the value of life, 
committed with your mind, heart, and soul, so that you are truly 
prepared to do what is necessary to preserve life. Dancing with death 
means that you are the incarnation of death, come to reap the living, 
in order to preserve life.” 

Zedd looked thunderstruck. 


Richard seemed somewhat surprised by Zedd’s reaction. “All of this 
is much in keeping with everything you’ve ever taught me, Zedd.” 

The lamplight cast sharp shadows across Zedd’s angular face. “I 
suppose that in a way it is, Richard. But at the same time it’s so much 
more.” 

Richard nodded as he rubbed a thumb across the softly glowing 
silver surface of a wristband. He seemed to search for words. “Zedd, I 
know that you would have wanted to be the one to teach me about all 
the things having to do with your enclave—like you wanted to be the 
one to teach me about the Grace. As First Wizard it was your place to 
do so. Perhaps I should have waited.” 

He brought up a fist in conviction. “But there were lives at stake 
and things I had to do. I had to learn it without you.” 

“Bags, Richard, how would I teach you about such things?” he said 
in resignation. “The meaning of those symbols has been lost for 
thousands of years. No wizard since, since... well, no wizard I know of 
has ever been able to decipher them. I have trouble imagining how 
you did.” 

Richard shrugged one shoulder self-consciously. “Once I began to 
catch on, it all became pretty obvious.” 

Zedd cast a troubled look at his grandson. “Richard, I grew up in 
this place. I’ve spent a great deal of my life here. I was First Wizard 
when there were actually wizards here to direct.” He shook his head. 
“All that time those designs were on the First Wizard’s enclave, and I 
never knew what they meant. It may seem simple and obvious to you, 
but it is not. For all I know, you’re just imagining that you understand 
the emblems—just making up meaning you want to be there.” 

“Pm not imagining their meaning. They’ve saved my life countless 
times. I learned a great deal about how to fight with a sword by 
understanding the language of these symbols.” 

Zedd didn’t argue but instead gestured at the amulet Richard wore 
around his neck. In the center, surrounded by a complex of gold and 
silver lines, was a teardrop-shaped ruby as big as Nicci’s thumbnail. 
“You found that in my enclave. Do you also have an idea of what it 
means?” 

“It was part of this outfit, part of the outfit worn by a war wizard, 
but unlike the rest of it, like you said, this was left in the protection of 
the First Wizard’s enclave.” 

“And its meaning?” 

Richard’s fingers reverently brushed the amulet. “The ruby is meant 
to represent a drop of blood. The emblems engraved in this talisman 
are the symbolic representation of the way of the primary edict.” 

Zedd pressed his fingers to his forehead, as if confounded by yet 


another confusing conundrum. “The primary edict?” 

Richard’s gaze seemed lost in the amulet. “It means only one thing, 
and everything: cut. Once committed to fight, cut. Everything else is 
secondary. Cut. That is your duty, your purpose, your hunger. There is 
no rule more important, no commitment that overrides that one: cut.” 

Richard’s words came softly, with a kind of knowing, deadly 
seriousness that chilled Nicci to the bone. 

He lifted the amulet out away from his chest, his gaze fixed on its 
ornate engravings. 

“The engraved lines are a portrayal of the dance and as such they 
have a specific meaning.” He traced a finger along the swirling designs 
as he spoke, as if following a line of text in an ancient language. “Cut 
from the void, not from bewilderment. Cut the enemy as quickly and 
directly as possible. Cut with certainty. Cut decisively, resolutely. Cut 
into his strength. Flow through the gaps in his guard. Cut him. Cut 
him down utterly. Don’t allow him a breath. Crush him. Cut him 
without mercy to the depths of his spirit.” 

Richard glanced up at his grandfather. “It is the balance to life: 
death. It is the dance with death or, more precisely, the mechanism of 
the dance with death—its essence reduced to form, its form prescribed 
by concepts. 

“It is the law a war wizard lives by, or he dies.” 

Zedd’s hazel eyes were unreadable. “So these marks, these emblems, 
ultimately regard a war wizard as a mere swordsman?” 

“The same overriding principle I told you about before applies to 
this just as it does the other symbols. The primary edict is not meant 
to merely convey how a war wizard fights with a weapon, but, more 
importantly, with his mind. It’s a fundamental understanding of the 
nature of reality that must encompass everything he does. By being 
true to the primary edict, any weapon is an extension of his mind, an 
agent of his intent. In a way it’s what you once told me about being 
the Seeker. It’s not the weapon that matters so much as the man who 
wields the weapon. 

“The man who last wore this amulet was once First Wizard. His 
name was Baraccus. He also happened to have been bora a war 
wizard, as am I. He, too, went to the Temple of the Winds, but when 
he returned, he went into the First Wizard’s enclave, left this there, 
came out, and committed suicide by leaping off the side of the Keep.” 

Richard’s gaze drifted into distant visions and memories. “For a 
time, I understood and ached to join him.” Nicci was relieved when 
the haunted look in his gray eyes was banished by the return of his 
easy smile. “But I came to my senses.” 

The room rang with the silence, as if death itself had just silently 


glided through the room, paused for a moment, and then moved on. 

Zedd at last smiled himself as he gripped Richard’s shoulder, giving 
his grandson an affectionate joggle. “I’m glad to know I made the 
right choice in naming you Seeker, my boy.” 

Nicci wished that Richard still had the sword that belonged with the 
Seeker, but he had sacrificed it for information in an attempt to find 
Kahlan. 

“So,” Zedd said at last, getting back to the matter at hand, “because 
you know about these symbols, you believe you understood symbols 
within the Chainfire spell-form.” 

“I was able to shut it down, wasn’t I?” 

Zedd clasped his hands behind his back again. “You have a point 
there. But that doesn’t necessarily mean that you could read forms 
within the spell as emblems, much less know that the spell-form was 
corrupted by the chimes.” 

“Not the chimes themselves,” Richard patiently explained, “but the 
contamination left behind as a result of the chimes having been in this 
world. That corruption is what infected the Chainfire spell. That’s the 
issue.” 

Zedd turned away, his face hidden in shadows. “But still, Richard, 
even if you actually do understand something of the emblems having 
to do with war wizards, how can you be sure that you accurately 
understand this, this”—he gestured in the vague direction of the room 
where it had all happened—”this other business with the Chainfire 
spell and the chimes?” 

“I know,” Richard insisted in a quiet voice. “I saw the mark of the 
nature of the corruption. It was caused by the chimes.” 

He sounded tired. Nicci wondered how long he’d been up. Because 
of the arid timbre to his voice and the slightest unsteadiness in his 
movements, she suspected that it had probably been days since he’d 
slept. Despite how weary he might have been, he sounded resolute in 
his conviction. She knew that it was his worry for Kahlan driving him 
on. 

Nicci, having been pulled out of the spell-form by him twice, wasn’t 
one to want to so easily discount his theory. More than that, though, 
she had come to understand that Richard had an insight into magic 
that was very different from the conventional wisdom. At first she had 
thought that his perception of how magic functioned in part through 
artistic concepts was a product of his having been raised without 
having been taught about magic, without having any exposure to it, 
but she had since come to see that that unique insight, along with his 
singular intellect, had enabled him to grasp an essential nature of 
magic that was fundamentally different from the orthodox teachings. 


Nicci had come to believe that Richard might actually understand 
magic in a way not envisioned by anyone since ancient times. 

Zedd turned back, his face illuminated by the warm glow of 
lamplight on one side and, on the other, the faint, cold light of dawn. 
“Richard, let’s say you’re right about the meaning of the symbols on 
those wristbands and the ones like them on the First Wizard’s enclave. 
Understanding those things does not mean that you can understand 
the lines within a verification web. It’s a completely different, and 
unique, context. I’m not doubting your ability, my boy, I’m really not, 
but dealing with spell-forms is a vastly complex matter. You can’t leap 
to the conclusion—” 

“Have you seen a dragon in the last couple of years?” 

Everyone in the room fell to stunned silence at Richard’s sudden 
change of topic—and not just to any subject, but one that could only 
be described as strange at best. 

“A dragon?” Zedd ventured, at last, like a man inching out onto a 
newly frozen lake. 

“Yes, a dragon. Do you recall seeing a dragon since we left our 
home in Westland and came to the Midlands?” 

Zedd smoothed back some of the wavy tufts of his white hair. He 
glanced briefly to both Cara and Nicci before answering. “Well, no, I 
can’t really say that I recall having seen any dragons, but what does 
that have to do—” 

“Where are they? Why haven’t you seen any? Why are they gone?” 

Zedd looked at his wits’ end. He spread his hands. “Richard, 
dragons are very rare creatures.” 

Richard leaned back in his chair, crossing one leg over his other 
knee. “Red dragons are. But Kahlan told me that other types are 
relatively common, with some of the smaller ones kept for hunting 
and such.” 

Zedd’s expression turned suspicious. “What are you getting at?” 

Richard gestured with a sweep of a hand. “Where are the dragons? 
Why haven’t we seen any? That’s what I’m getting at.” 

Zedd folded his arms across his chest. “I give up. What are you 
talking about?” 

“Well, for one thing, you don’t remember—that’s what I’m talking 
about. The Chainfire spell has affected more than just your memory of 
Kahlan.” 

“Don’t remember what?” Zedd sputtered. “What do you mean?” 

Instead of answering his grandfather, Richard looked back over his 
shoulder. “Have you seen a dragon?” he asked Cara. 

“I don’t recall any.” Her gaze remained fixed on him. “Are you 
suggesting that I should?” 


“Darken Rahl kept a dragon. Since he was the Lord Rahl at the time, 
you would have been at hand so you would probably have seen it.” 

Zedd and Cara shared a troubled look. 

Richard turned his raptor gaze on Nicci. “You?” 

Nicci cleared her throat. “I always thought they were mythical 
creatures. There aren’t any in the Old World. If there ever were, they 
haven’t existed for ages. No records since the great war have any 
mention of them.” 

“What about since you came to the New World.” 

Nicci hesitated at recounting the memory. She realized, though, by 
the way he patiently and silently waited for her answer, that he wasn’t 
going to let the subject go. She knew that whatever obscure equation 
he was working to solve wouldn’t involve anything trivial. Under his 
silent scrutiny, Nicci felt not only a compulsion to answer, but a rising 
sense of foreboding. 

She threw the bedcovers back and swung her feet down off the side 
of the bed. She didn’t want to be lying there any longer—especially 
when speaking about that time. Gripping the side rail, she met 
Richard’s gaze. 

“When I was taking you away to the Old World, before we left the 
New World, we came across colossal bones. I never got down off my 
horse to look at them, but I remember watching you walk through 
those rib bones—rib bones that were well beyond twice your height. I 
had never seen anything like them. You said that you believed that it 
was the remains of a dragon. 

“I thought that they must have been ancient bones. You said they 
were not, that they still had scraps of flesh on them. You pointed out 
all the flies buzzing around it as proof that it was what was left of a 
rotted carcass, not ancient remains.” 

Richard nodded at the memory. 

Zedd cleared his throat. “And have you ever seen a dragon, 
Richard? One that was alive, I mean.” 

“Scarlet.” 

“What?” 

“That was her name: Scarlet.” 

Zedd blinked with incredulity. “You have seen a dragon... and it has 
a name?” 

Richard stood and went to the window. He rested his hands on the 
stone opening, leaning his weight on it as he gazed out. 

“Yes,” he said at last. “Her name was Scarlet. She helped me, 
before. She was a noble beast.” 

He turned back from the window. “But that’s not the point. The 
point is that you knew her, too.” 


Zedd’s eyebrows lifted. “I knew this dragon?” 

“Not as well as Kahlan or I, but you knew her. The Chainfire event 
has obviously corrupted your memory of it. Chainfire was meant to 
make everyone forget Kahlan, but everyone is forgetting other things 
as well, things that were connected with her. 

“For all I know, you might once have known the meanings of the 
emblems outside the First Wizard’s enclave better than I do. If you 
did, that memory is lost to you. How many other things have been 
lost? I don’t know much about the various ways to use magic, but 
when we were fighting the beast the other night it seemed to me that 
in the past all of you used more inventive spells and powers than the 
simple things you tried against the threat—except maybe what Nicci 
did at the end. 

“This is what the men who came up with the Chainfire spell feared 
most. This is why they didn’t ever want it ignited. This is why they 
never even dared test it. They feared that once such an event was 
initiated it might spread, destroying connections removed from the 
primary target of the spell—in this case Kahlan. Your memory of 
Kahlan is lost. Your memory of Scarlet is lost. Your memory of even 
having seen dragons is apparently lost as well.” 

Nicci stood. “Richard, no one is arguing that the Chainfire spell isn’t 
terribly dangerous. We all know that. We all know that our memories 
have been damaged by the ignition of a Chainfire event. Do you have 
any idea how disturbing it is to be intellectually aware that we all did 
things, knew things, and knew people that we now can’t remember? 
Don’t you realize how haunting is to be in constant dread of what 
memories are lost, and what others might be lost? That your very 
mind is eroding? What are you getting at, anyway?” 

“Just that—what else is being lost. I think that the destruction is 
expanding through everyone’s memory—that their minds are eroding, 
as you put it. I don’t think that Chainfire was a single event of merely 
forgetting Kahlan. I think that the spell, once activated, is an ongoing, 
dynamic process. I think that everyone’s memory loss is continuing to 
spread.” 

Zedd, Cara, and Nicci all looked away from Richard’s unwavering 
gaze. Nicci wondered how they could expect to help him if none of 
them were consciously capable of using their own minds, much less 
keeping what they still had from day to day. 

How could Richard trust any of them? 

“Tm afraid that as bad as that much of it is, it gets more involved 
and far worse,” Richard said, the heat having left his voice. “Dragons, 
like many creatures in the Midlands, need and use magic to live. What 
if the corruption caused by the chimes extinguished the magic that 
they need in order to live? What if no one has seen any dragons for 


the last couple of years because they no longer exist and with 
Chainfire are now forgotten? What other creatures with magic might 
have also vanished from existence?” 

Richard tapped a thumb against his own chest. “We are creatures of 
magic. We have the gift. How long until that taint left by the chimes 
begins to destroy us?” 

“But perhaps...” Zedd’s voice trailed off when he could think of no 
argument. 

“The Chainfire spell itself is contaminated. You all saw what it was 
doing to Nicci. She was in the spell and she knows the terrible truth of 
it.” Richard began pacing as he spoke. “There is no telling how the 
contamination within the spell might change the way it works. It 
might even be that the contamination is the reason that everyone’s 
memory loss is spreading beyond what would have otherwise 
happened. 

“But worse yet, it appears that the corruption has worked in 
conjunction with the Chainfire event in a symbiotic fashion.” 

Zedd looked up. “What are you talking about?” 

“What is the mindless purpose of the chimes? Why were they 
created in the first place? For one single function,” Richard said in 
answer to his own question, “to destroy magic.” 

Richard paused his pacing to face the rest of them as he went on. 
“The contamination left by the chimes is destroying magic. The 
creatures that need magic to live—dragons, for example—would likely 
be the first to be affected. That cascade of events will continue. But no 
one is aware of it because the Chainfire event is simultaneously 
destroying everyone’s memory. I think this may be happening because 
the Chainfire spell is contaminated, causing everyone to forget the 
very things being lost. 

“In much the way a leech numbs its victim so that they won’t feel 
their blood being drained away, the Chainfire spell is making 
everyone forget what is being lost because of the corruption of the 
chimes. 

“The world is changing dramatically and no one is even aware of it. 
It’s as if everyone is forgetting that this is a world that is influenced 
by, and in many ways functions through, the existence of magic. That 
magic is dying out... and so is everyone’s memory of it.” 

Richard again leaned on the sill and stared out the window. “A new 
day is dawning, a day in which magic continues to die out, and no one 
is even aware that it is fading away. When it passes entirely, I doubt 
that anyone will even remember it, remember what once was. 

“Its as if all that was this world is passing into a realm of mere 
legend.” 


Zedd pressed his fingers to the table as he stared into the distance. 
The light of the lamp accentuated the deep creases of his drawn 
features. His face had gone ashen. At that moment, Nicci thought that 
he looked very old. 

“Dear spirits,” Zedd said without looking up. “What if you’re right?” 

They all turned to the sound of a polite knock. Cara pulled the door 
open. Nathan and Ann stood beyond the doorway, peering in. 

“We ran the standard verification web,” Nathan said as he entered 
behind Ann, glancing around at the somber expressions. 

Zedd looked up expectantly. “And?” 

“And it reveals no flaws,” Ann said. “It’s perfectly intact in every 
way.” 

“How can that be?” Cara asked. “We all saw the trouble with the 
other one. It nearly killed Nicci—and would have if Lord Rahl hadn’t 
gotten her out.” 

“Our point, exactly,” Nathan said. 

Zedd’s gaze fell away. “An interior perspective is said to be able to 
reveal more than the standard verification process,” he explained to 
Cara. “This is not a good sign. Not a good sign at all. The 
contamination apparently buried itself as deeply as possible in order 
to conceal its presence. That’s why it wasn’t seen in the standard 
verification web.” 

“Or else,” Ann offered as she slipped her hands into opposite sleeves 
of her simple gray dress, “there is nothing really wrong with the spell. 
After all, none of us has ever run an interior perspective before. Such 
a thing hasn’t been done in thousands of years. It’s possible we did 
something wrong.” 

Zedd shook his head. “I wish it were so, but I now believe it to be 
otherwise.” 

Nathan’s brow drew down with a suspicious look, but Ann spoke 
before he had a chance. 

“Even if the Sisters who unleashed the spell ran a verification web,” 
she said, “they likely would not have run an interior perspective, so 
they wouldn’t have suspected that it was contaminated.” 

Richard rubbed his fingertips back and forth across his brow. “Even 
if they knew that it was contaminated, I don’t think they cared. They 
wouldn’t be concerned about what damage such contamination might 
cause the world. Their goal, after all, was to get the boxes and unleash 
the power of Orden.” 

Nathan looked from one grim face to another. “What’s going on? 
What’s happened?” 

“Pm afraid that we’ve just learned that memory may only be the 
beginning of our loss.” Nicci felt rather odd standing before them in a 


pink nightdress as she pronounced the end of the world as they knew 
it. “We are losing who we are, what we are. We are losing not just our 
world, but ourselves.” 

Richard no longer seemed to be paying attention to the 
conversation. He was standing stock-still, staring out the window. 

“Someone is coming up the road to the Keep.” 

“Maybe it’s Tom and Friedrich,” Nathan said. 

Zedd shook his head as he made for the window. “They wouldn’t be 
back from a patrol of the surrounding countryside this soon.” 

“Well, it could be that they—” 

“It’s not Tom and Friedrich,” Richard said as he started for the door. 
“It’s two women.” 


Chapter 10 

“What is it?” Rikka called out as Richard, Nicci, and Cara ran 
toward her. Nathan and Ann had already fallen far behind. Zedd was 
somewhere in the middle. 

“Come on,” Richard shouted to her as he ran past. 

“Someone is coming up the Keep road,” Cara called back over her 
shoulder as Rikka joined in the charge through the halls. 

Richard veered around a long stone table set against the wall 
beneath a huge painting of a lake. Sheltered trails could be seen 
burrowed through the deeply shadowed pine groves. In the distance, 
through a bluish haze, majestic mountains rose up to catch 
brushstrokes of golden sunlight. It was a scene that made Richard long 
to be back in his Hartland woods on the trails he knew so well. More 
than anything, though, the painting always reminded him of the 
magical summer he’d spent with Kahlan in the home he had built for 
her far back in the mountains. 

The summer of Kahlan’s recovery from her terrible injuries, as he 
showed her the natural beauty of his forested world and she once 
again blossomed back to health, had been one of the happiest times of 
his life. It had ended all too suddenly when Nicci had arrived without 
warning and taken him away. He knew, though, that if Nicci had not 
interrupted it, something else would have. It had been a dream time 
that had to end; until the looming threat from the Imperial Order was 
halted, no one could live their dreams. They would all, instead, be 
swept up in the same nightmare. 

They turned a corner around a green marble pillar with a gold 
capital and base and all plunged down a spiral run of granite steps, 
Richard and Nicci in the lead with the two Mord-Sith following close 
on their heels. The stairwell was small for the Keep, but would have 
dwarfed anything Richard had ever seen growing up back in 
Westland. 

At the bottom, he slid to a halt, momentarily pausing to decide 
which would be the quickest route; in the Keep it wasn’t always the 
way it would seem. Besides that, it was as easy to get lost in the Keep 
as it was to lose one’s direction in a birch forest. 

Cara pushed through between Richard and Nicci, not only to be sure 
that there would be a red-leather-clad guard to each side of him, but 
so that she would be the one out ahead of him. As far as Richard 
knew, Mord-Sith didn’t have rank, but Rikka, like the other Mord-Sith, 
always wordlessly conceded Cara’s unspoken authority. 

Richard recognized the unique pattern of the thin black and gilded 
bands lining both sides of the mahogany wainscoting in one of the 
paneled corridors to the side. From almost since the time he had 


learned to walk, Richard had used the details of his surroundings to 
know his way. Like trees in the woods that he recognized because of 
some peculiarity like a twisted limb, a growth, or a scar, he had 
learned to navigate through the Keep and places like it by the details 
of architecture. 

He gestured. “This way.” Cara charged off ahead of him. 

As they ran, their boot strikes echoed off the stone floor of the hall. 
Nicci was barefoot. He was somewhat surprised that without shoes she 
could keep up running across the rough stone. Nicci was not the kind 
of woman Richard ever envisioned running in bare feet. Even running 
in bare feet, though, she still looked somehow... regal. 

It wasn’t all that long ago that Richard would not have imagined 
Nicci ever running again. He was still surprised that he had managed 
to get her out of the spell-form after the lightning had exploded 
through the window. For a time, he was sure that they had lost her. If 
Zedd had not been there to help after Richard had shut down the 
verification web, they very well might have. 

They turned down another hall; long carpets quieted their run and 
finally led them between two highly polished red marble columns and 
into the oval-shaped anteroom. A balcony, supported by pillars and 
arches, ran around the perimeter of the room. The doorways at the 
back of the balcony were all corridors, arranged like the spokes of a 
wheel, that led to different levels and areas of the Keep. 

Richard bounded down the five steps ringing the room inside the 
columns and ran past the great clover-leaf-shaped fountain centered in 
the tiled floor. The fountain’s waters cascaded down successive tiers of 
ever wider, scalloped bowls to end up in a pool contained by a knee- 
high white marble wall that also served as a bench. A hundred feet 
overhead a glassed roof flooded the room with warmth and light. 

When he reached the far side of the room, Richard pushed ahead of 
Cara and threw open one of the heavy double doors. He paused on the 
top of the dozen wide granite steps outside. Nicci halted beside him, 
to his left, with Rikka on the far side of her. Cara took a defensive 
place close by on his right. All of them were still catching their breath 
from the brief but swift run through the Keep. 

The grass in the paddock across the way was lush and green in the 
early-morning light. Beyond the paddock the wall of the Keep rose 
straight up, making the inner courtyard seem like a cozy canyon. The 
passing of millennia had left the soaring wall of tightly fitted, dark 
stone stained with pale tan sediment. Creamy drips of calcium 
deposits gave the impression that the rock was slowly melting. 

Two horses clopped through the dark, arched opening to the left, 
which tunneled under part of the Keep to gain access to the inner 
courtyard. Richard couldn’t tell who it was, hidden as they were back 


in the deep shadows of the broad, low archway, but whoever it was 
must have known where they were going and they apparently weren’t 
afraid to enter an interior area of the Keep, an area used not by 
visitors but by wizards and those who had worked with them at the 
complex. But that was long ago. Still, Richard recalled his own 
trepidation the first time he cautiously ventured this far into the 
grounds of the Keep. His hackles rose at who might be bold enough to 
ride right into such a place. 

When the two riders emerged into the light, Richard saw that one of 
them was Shota. 

The witch woman locked eyes with him and smiled that quiet, 
knowing, private smile she wore so naturally. Like most other things 
about Shota, Richard didn’t entirely trust the smile as significant, 
much less sincere, and so he couldn’t be sure that it augured well. 

He didn’t recognize the woman, maybe ten or fifteen years older, 
who rode deferentially half a length behind Shota. Short, sandy hair 
framed the woman’s pleasant face. Her eyes were as intensely blue as 
the sky on a sparkling clear autumn day. Unlike Shota, she wore no 
casual smile. As they rode, her head swiveled and those blue eyes 
searched, as if she feared an imminent attack of demons who might 
materialize out of the dark stone of the surrounding walls. 

Shota, by contrast, looked calm and self-confident. 

Cara leaned past Richard toward Nicci. “Shota, the witch woman,” 
she whispered confidentially. 

“I know,” Nicci answered without taking her eyes off the beautiful 
woman riding toward them. 

Shota brought her horse to a halt close to the steps. As she 
straightened her shoulders she casually rested her wrists across the 
saddle’s pommel. 

“T need to see you,” she said to Richard as if he were the only one 
standing there. The smile, sincere or not, had vanished. “We have 
much to talk about.” 

“Where is your murderous little companion, Samuel?” 

Shota, riding sidesaddle, slipped down off her horse in a way that 
Richard imagined must be how a spirit would slip to ground, if spirits 
rode horses. 

A hint of indignation narrowed Shota’s almond-shaped eyes. “That 
is one of the things we need to talk about.” 

The other woman dismounted as well and took the reins to Shota’s 
horse when the witch woman lifted them to the side, much the way a 
queen would, not knowing or caring who would take them, but 
expecting without any doubt whatsoever that someone would. Her 
gaze remained fixed on Richard as she glided closer to the broad 


granite steps. Her thick, wavy auburn hair tumbled down over the 
front of her shoulders and glistened in the early light. Her revealing 
dress, made of an airy, rust-colored fabric that complemented 
perfectly the color of her hair, seemed to float with her effortless 
strides, clinging to her every curve, at least the ones it covered. 

Shota’s gaze finally left Richard to take in Nicci with an “I dare 
you” look. It was the kind of look that would have withered just about 
anyone. It failed to wither Nicci in the least. It struck Richard that he 
was probably in the presence of the two most dangerous women alive. 
He half expected dark thunderclouds to roll in and lightning to nicker, 
but the sky remained defiantly clear. 

Shota’s gaze finally slid back to Richard. “Your friend Chase has 
been gravely hurt.” 

Richard didn’t know what he had been expecting Shota to say, but 
that wasn’t even close. “Chase...?” 

Zedd suddenly arrived and pushed his way through between 
Richard and Cara. “Shota!” he declared in a huff. His face had gone 
red and it wasn’t from his run through the halls. “How dare you come 
into the Keep! First you swindle Richard out of the sword, and then—” 

Richard lifted an arm out across his grandfather’s chest to stop him 
from charging down the steps. “Zedd, calm down. Shota says that 
Chase has been badly hurt.” 

“How does she think—” 

Zedd’s voice abruptly clipped off when Richard’s words finally sank 
in. His wide eyes turned back toward Shota. “Chase, hurt? Dear 
spirits... how?” 

Zedd suddenly caught sight of the other woman standing a little 
farther back, holding the reins to the horses. He squinted against the 
bright light. “Jebra? Jebra Bevinvier?” 

The woman smiled warmly. “It has been quite a while. I wasn’t sure 
that you would remember me, Wizard Zorander.” 

This time Richard didn’t try to stop Zedd when he rushed to 
descend the steps. He embraced the woman in a warm and protective 
hug. 

“Wizard Zorander—” 

“Zedd, remember?” 

She drew back to peer up at his face. A smile broke through the 
sadness that weighed so heavily in her eyes. Her smile ghosted away. 
“Zedd, my vision has gone dark.” 

“Gone dark?” Concern tightening his features, he straightened and 
gripped her by the shoulders. “How long ago?” 

A terrible anguish flooded back into her blue eyes. “Nearly two 
years.” 


“Two years...” Zedd said, his voice trailing off in dismay. 

“I remember you, now.” Richard said as he moved down the steps. 
“Kahlan told me about you.” 

Jebra cast Richard a puzzled frown. “Who?” 

“The phantom he chases,” Shota said, her unwavering gaze fixed on 
him as if daring him to argue. 

“The woman he seeks is no phantom,” Nicci said, drawing Shota’s 
attention. “Thanks in part to the pricey and rather equivocal 
suggestions you offered, we have discovered the truth of what Richard 
has been telling us all along. Apparently you are still in the dark about 
it.” 

Nicci’s icy look reminded Richard that she had once been known as 
Death’s Mistress. The cold authority in her voice matched the look. 
There were few women in the world as widely feared as Nicci had 
once been—except perhaps for Shota. Nicci’s demeanor indicated that 
she was clearly a woman still to be feared. 

Shota, unfazed, deliberately took in the length of Nicci’s pink 
nightdress. Richard expected a smirk. Instead, a hot look flashed in 
Shota’s eyes. 

“You have been sleeping in his bed.” She sounded almost surprised 
by her own words, as if the information had come to mind 
unexpectedly. 

Nicci shrugged with satisfaction at Shota’s ire. “So I have.” 

The slightest smile in turn curled the corners of Shota’s mouth. “But 
you have not succeeded in bedding him yet.” Her smile widened. 
“Have you tried, my dear? Or do you fear the sting of rejection?” 

“I don’t know, why don’t you tell me how it felt, then Pll decide.” 

Richard gently pulled Nicci back from the edge of the step before 
the two woman did something stupid—like try to scratch out each 
other’s eyes. Or reduce each other to ashes. 

“You said you were here for a reason, Shota—this had better not be 
it.” 

Shota heaved a soft sigh. “I found your friend Chase. He was 
gravely injured.” 

“So you said. How was he injured?” 

Shota’s gaze didn’t shrink from his. “He was hurt by a sword you 
would be quite familiar with.” 

Richard blinked in astonishment. “Chase was hurt by the Sword of 
Truth? Samuel attacked Chase?” 

“Tm afraid so.” 

Zedd shook a bony finger at Shota. “This is your doing!” 

“Nonsense.” Shota, too, lifted a finger as Zedd stepped closer, but in 
warning rather than accusation. The gesture, and her words, kept 


Zedd from taking another step. “I need no sword to accomplish harm.” 
She arched an eyebrow. “Like to see, wizard?” 

“Stop it!” Richard descended the steps two at a time and put himself 
between Shota and his grandfather. He turned a glare of his own on 
Shota. “What’s going on?” She sighed unhappily. “I’m afraid that I 
don’t entirely know.” 

“You gave Samuel my sword.” Richard tried to keep the heat out of 
his voice, to keep from letting his anger show, but he feared that it 
wasn’t working very well. “I warned you about his nature. Despite my 
warning, you insisted that he have it. I want to know what he is up to. 
Where is Chase? How badly is he hurt? And where is Rachel?” 

Shota’s brow twitched. “Rachel?” 

“The girl with him—the girl he adopted. The two of them were on 
their way back to Westland. Chase was going to bring his family back 
to the Keep. You mean to say that the girl wasn’t there, with him?” 

“I found him gravely injured.” For the first time, Shota looked 
disconcerted. “There was no girl with him.” 

As he watched Rikka take the reins to the two horses and pull them 
toward the paddock, Richard tried to imagine what was going on, why 
Rachel hadn’t stayed with Chase. He worried about the possible 
reasons, worried for what might have happened to Rachel. Knowing 
how resourceful and devoted she was, Richard wondered if she had 
gone for help and was now wandering around all by herself. 

Another thought struck him. “And how was it that you just 
happened to come across Chase?” 

Shota wet her lips. She looked reluctant to say something obviously 
distasteful to her, but finally she did. “I was hunting Samuel.” 

Surprised, Richard glanced at Nicci. Her expression showed no 
reaction and her features appeared so absolutely devoid of emotion 
that for an instant it reminded Richard of a similar look he had from 
time to time seen on Kahlan. A Confessor’s face, she had called it. 
Confessors would occasionally shed all emotion in order to do the 
terrible things that were at times necessary. 

“How is Chase?” Richard asked, considerably quieter. He wanted to 
know why Shota was hunting Samuel, but at the moment there were 
more important worries weighing on his mind. “Is he going to be all 
right?” 

“I believe so,” Shota said. “He’d been run through with a sword—” 

“With my sword.” 

Shota didn’t argue the distinction. “I’m not a healer, but I do have 
certain abilities and I was able to at least reverse his journey toward 
death. I found some people who could care for him and help him 
recover. I believe he is safe for the time being. It will be a while 


before he is on his feet again.” 

“And why didn’t Samuel kill him?” Cara asked from the top step. 

“He stabbed Tovi the same way,” Nicci said. “He didn’t kill her, 
either.” 

“Samuel is certainly capable of murder,” Richard pointed out. 

Shota clasped her hands before herself. “Samuel apparently couldn’t 
muster the courage to kill with the sword. He has done so in the past 
—when the sword was his before—and so he knows the pain it causes 
when it is used to kill.” She arched an eyebrow at Richard. “I’m sure 
you know well what I’m talking about.” 

“Its a weapon that does not belong in the wrong hands,” Richard 
said. ; Shota ignored Richard’s gibe and went on. “His is the way of a 
coward. A coward will often leave the person to die on their own, 
away from his Sight.” 

“They suffer all the more that way,” Zedd pointed out. “It’s more 
cruel. Perhaps that was his reason.” 

The witch woman shook her head. “Samuel is a coward and an 
opportunist; his goal is not cruelty but rather is entirely self-centered. 
Cowards don’t necessarily think things out. They act on whim. They 
want what they want when they want it. 

“Samuel will rarely bother to consider the consequences of his 
actions; he simply snatches something when he sees an opportunity, 
when he sees something he desires. He shrinks from the pain it would 
cause him to kill with the sword and so he fails to complete the killing 
he initiated on impulse. If the person he injures suffers an agonizing 
and prolonged end, it doesn’t matter to Samuel because he isn’t 
around to witness it. Out of sight, out of mind. That was what he did 
to Chase.” 

“And you gave him the sword,” Richard said, unable to disguise his 
anger. “You knew what he was like and you still made it possible for 
him to do this.” 

Shota regarded him a moment before answering. “That’s not the 
way it was, Richard. I gave him the sword because I thought it would 
make him content. I believed that he would be satisfied to have it 
back in his possession. I thought it would mellow his lingering 
resentment at having the sword so abruptly taken from him.” 

Shota cast a brief but murderous look at Zedd. 

“So, you didn’t consider the consequences of your actions,” Richard 
said. “You simply wanted what you wanted when you wanted it.” 

Shota’s gaze slid back to Richard. “After all this time, and 
everything that has happened, you are still as flippant as ever?” 

Richard wasn’t in a mood to apologize. 

“Pm afraid that there is more to this,” Shota said, somewhat less 


heatedly, “more than I realized at the time.” 

Zedd rubbed his chin as he considered the situation. “Samuel must 
have stabbed Chase and then kidnapped Rachel.” 

Richard was surprised by Zedd’s suggestion; he hadn’t thought of 
that. He had assumed that Rachel had gone to find help. 

He turned a frown on Shota. “Why would Samuel do such a thing?” 

“Pm afraid that I don’t have any idea.” Shota looked up at Nicci, 
still standing at the top of the granite steps. “Who is this woman you 
say he stabbed? This Tovi?” 

“She was a Sister of the Dark. And it is no idle accusation. Tovi 
didn’t know the person who stabbed her, didn’t know who Samuel 
was, but she certainly knew the Sword of Truth; she was once one of 
Richard’s teachers back at the Palace of the Prophets. Just before she 
died she told me how she and three other Sisters of the Dark had 
ignited a Chainfire spell around Kahlan to make everyone forget her. 
They then used Kahlan to steal the boxes of Orden from the People’s 
Palace.” 

Shota’s brow creased. She looked truly perplexed. 

“The boxes of Orden are in play,” Richard added. 

Shota flicked a hand dismissively as she stared off in thought. “That 
much I have come to know. But I did not know how it came to be.” 

Richard wondered how much more of the story she knew, but he 
told it anyway. “Tovi was taking one of the boxes of Orden away from 
the People’s Palace, in D’Hara, when Samuel jumped her, ran her 
through with the sword, and then stole the box she was carrying.” 

Shota again looked surprised, but the look was quickly banished by 
quiet fury as she silently considered what she’d been told. 

“Pve known Chase my whole life,” Richard said. “While anyone can 
make a mistake, ’ve never known him to be caught off guard by 
someone lying in wait. I can’t imagine that Sisters of the Dark are 
much easier to ambush. Gifted people of their level of talent and 
ability have a sense of people being around them.” 

Shota looked up at him. “Your point?” 

“Samuel was somehow able to surprise a Sister of the Dark, and a 
boundary warden.” Richard folded his arms across his chest. “What’s 
more, every time Samuel tries to accomplish something evil you 
always act all surprised and disavow any knowledge of what he was 
up to. What’s your part in all this, Shota?” 

“None. I had no idea of what he was up to.” 

“Unlike you to be so ignorant.” 

Her cheeks mantled. “You don’t know the half of it.” She finally 
turned away from him and headed for the steps. “I told you, we have 
much to talk about.” 


Richard caught her arm, turning her back. “Did you have anything 
to do with Samuel being able to sneak up on Chase or surprise Tovi 
and steal that box? Other than providing him with the weapon to 
accomplish the deed and no doubt telling him all about the power the 
boxes of Orden contain, I mean.” 

She searched his eyes for a time. “Do you wish to kill me, Richard?” 

“Kill you? Shota, I’ve been the best friend you’ve ever had.” 

“Then you will put your anger aside and listen to what we have 
come to tell you.” She pulled away from the grip on her arm and 
again started for the steps. “Let’s get inside and out of this foul 
weather.” 

Richard glanced to the blue sky. “The weather is beautiful,” he said 
as he watched her ascend the steps. 

At the top she halted to share a brief glare with Nicci before turning 
to look down at Richard. It was the kind of haunting, timeless, 
troubling look that he imagined only a witch woman could conjure. 

“Not in my world,” she said in a near whisper. “In my world it’s 
raining.” 


Chapter 11 


Shota glided down the steps to stand before the fountain. The 
diaphanous fabric of the dress that covered her statuesque form 
moved ever so slightly, as if in a gentle breeze. The gushing, 
cascading, effervescent waters danced and sparkled in the light from 
the skylights far above, putting on an exhilarating performance for the 
gathered audience. Shota stared absently at it for a moment, as if 
preoccupied with her own private thoughts, and then turned to the 
small crowd waiting just inside the huge double doors. They all stood 
silently, watching her, as if awaiting a queen’s pronouncement. 

Behind Shota, the water in the fountain sprayed high into the air. 
The exuberant surge of spray abruptly stopped. The last of the water, 
still rising just before the flow had cut off, reached its zenith, a dying 
liquid arc, and fell back as if slain. The dozens of uniform streams of 
water overflowing the down-turned points in the tiers of bowls, as if 
embarrassed by their frothy frolic, slowed to a stop and finally fell 
silent. 

Zedd stepped to the brink of the steps, a forbidding look settling 
into the lines of his face. As he halted, the swirl of his simple robes 
gathered around his legs. At that moment it struck Richard that his 
grandfather looked very much like who he was: the First Wizard. If 
Richard had thought that Nicci and Shota had looked dangerous, he 
realized that Zedd was no less so. At that moment he was a 
thundercloud harboring hidden lightning. 

“Tll not have you tampering with anything in this place. I indulge 
you because you have come here for reasons that may somehow be 
important to us all, but my leniency will not tolerate your meddling 
with anything here.” 

Shota flicked a hand, dismissing his warning. “I assumed that you 
would not acquiesce to me going any farther than this room. The 
fountain is noisy. I don’t want Richard to fail to hear anything I or 
Jebra has to say.” 

She lifted an arm toward Ann, standing beside Nathan, watching, 
almost unseen in the deep shadows of the balcony and soaring red 
pillars. “It is a matter that has been close to your heart for half of your 
life, Prelate.” 

“T am no longer Prelate,” Ann said in a quietly commanding voice 
that sounded very much as if she still were. 

“Why were you hunting Samuel?” Cara asked, drawing the witch 
woman’s attention. 

“Because he was not supposed to have left my valley in Agaden 
Reach. Moreover, he should not have been able to do so without my 
expressed permission.” 


“And yet he did,” Richard said. 

Shota nodded. “So I went looking for him.” 

Richard clasped his hands behind his back. “How is it, Shota, that 
you weren’t aware that Samuel was going to leave you? I mean, 
considering your power, vast knowledge, and all that business you’ve 
explained to me about how a witch woman can see the way that 
events flow forward in time. For that matter, how was he able to do so 
without your consent?” 

Shota did not shrink from the question. “There is only one way.” 

Richard bit back the sarcastic remark that came to mind and instead 
asked, “And what would that be?” 

“Samuel has been bewitched.” 

Richard wasn’t sure that he’d heard her correctly. “Bewitched. But 
you’re the witch woman. You’re the one who does the bewitching.” 

Shota clasped her hands, looking down at the floor a moment as she 
folded her fingers together. “He was bewitched by another.” 

Richard descended the five steps. “Another witch woman?” 

“Yes.” 

Richard took a deep breath as he glanced around to see the others 
sharing troubled looks. No one appeared inclined to ask, so he did. 
“You mean to say that there is another witch woman around, and she 
bewitched Samuel away from you?” 

“T thought that I had made that perfectly clear.” 

“Well... where is she?” 

“T have no idea. Certain issues in the flow of time are my business— 
I have seen to it. For me to be this blind to events that eddy so tightly 
through my purview can only mean that another witch woman has 
deliberately occulted those flows from me.” 

Richard stuffed his hands in his back pockets as he tried to reason it 
out. He paced briefly before turning back to her. 

“Maybe it wasn’t a witch woman. Maybe it was a Sister of the Dark 
or someone like that. A gifted person. Maybe even a wizard. Jagang 
has those, too.” 

“To manipulate a witch woman in an insignificant way is far from 
an easy task.” She shot a brief glare up at Zedd. “Ask your 
grandfather.” 

Shota gestured around at some of the people in the room before her 
gaze returned to Richard. “A gifted person, even such as these, no 
matter how talented, could not begin to achieve a deception as 
comprehensive as this one has been. Only another witch woman could 
slip herself unseen into my domain. Only another witch woman could 
draw a shroud over my vision and then bewitch Samuel into doing 
what he has done.” 


“If your vision is shrouded,” Cara asked, “how can you be so certain 
that Samuel has been bewitched? Maybe he was acting on his own. 
From what I’ve seen of him, he needs no mysterious enchantress to 
coax him into impulsive behavior. He seemed plenty treacherous all 
on his own.” 

Shota slowly shook her head. “You have only to look at what you’ve 
told me to see that this involves not simply cunning but knowledge 
beyond Samuel’s ability. A Sister of the Dark was attacked; a box of 
Orden was stolen from her. In the first place, how would Samuel be 
aware that this woman had anything valuable? I didn’t know of her 
myself because that is part of what has been hidden from me, so I 
couldn’t have told him—not even absently, carelessly, or 
inadvertently, which is what you’re thinking. So, Samuel didn’t learn 
of it from me. If he happened across a treasure of some sort there is no 
doubt that Samuel is fully capable of doing whatever he could to 
snatch it, that much I concede.” 

“You mean the way he acquired the Sword of Truth in the first 
place?” Zedd asked. 

Shota met his gaze briefly but chose to return to the matter at hand 
rather than confront the challenge. “Secondly, how would Samuel 
know where he could find a Sister carrying a box of Orden? You can’t 
seriously mean to suggest that you think he simply was wandering 
around—way off in D’Hara—and by chance happened across this very 
Sister of the Dark, stabbed her, and robbed her of what she was 
carrying only to have it turn out to be one of the boxes of Orden?” 

“I have to admit,” Richard said, “I never have much believed in 
coincidence. It certainly doesn’t seem plausible in this case, either.” 

“My thoughts, exactly,” Shota said. “And then there’s Chase. Due to 
his grave condition I wasn’t able to learn much from him, but I was 
able to discover that he had been ambushed. Another coincidence— 
Samuel happening across and randomly attacking someone and it just 
happens to be someone else you know? I hardly think so. That leaves 
the question of why Samuel would be lying in wait for a man you 
know. Why would he attack him? What thing of value did Chase 
have?” 

“Rachel,” Zedd answered as he stared off, rubbing his chin in 
thought. 

“But what would he want with a girl?” Cara asked. When several 
people glanced her way with troubled looks, she added, “I mean, that 
girl in particular?” 

“T don’t know,” Shota said. “And that’s the problem. As I’ve said, the 
events surrounding all of this are blocked to me, but blocked in a way 
that I didn’t recognize, so I was unaware that anything was being 
hidden. It’s obvious that there is a hand directing Samuel. That hand 


could only be another witch woman’s.” 

“Do you know her?” Richard asked. “Do you know who it is, or who 
she might be?” 

Shota regarded him with as forbidding a look as he had ever seen 
grace such feminine features. “She is a complete mystery to me.” 

“Where did she come from? Do you have any idea about that much 
of it?” 

Shota’s scowl only darkened. “Oh, I think I do. I believe she came 
up from the Old World. When you destroyed the great barrier several 
years back she no doubt saw an opportunity and moved into my 
territory—in much the same way that the Imperial Order saw an 
opportunity to invade and conquer the New World. By bewitching 
Samuel she is sending a message that she is taking my place, taking 
what is mine—including my territory—as her own.” 

Richard turned toward Ann, off at the side of the anteroom. “Do you 
know of a witch woman in the Old World?” 

“I ran the Palace of the Prophets, guiding young wizards and a 
whole palace full of Sisters toward the way of the Light. I paid great 
heed to prophecy in that task but, other than prophecy, I didn’t really 
involve myself in the goings-on in the rest the Old World. From time 
to time I heard vague rumors of witch women, but nothing more than 
rumors. If she was real, she never stuck her head up for me to know of 
her.” 

“T never knew anything of a witch woman, either,” Nathan added 
with a sigh. “I never even heard the rumors of such a woman.” 

Shota folded her arms. “We’re a rather secretive lot.” 

Richard wished he knew more about such things—although 
knowing one witch woman had proven on more than one occasion to 
be trouble enough. It seemed that there might now be twice the 
trouble. 

“Her name is Six,” Nicci said into the quiet anteroom. 

Everyone turned to stare at her. 

Shota’s brow drew down. “What did you say?” 

“The witch woman down in the Old World. Her name is Six, like the 
number.” Nicci’s expression had that cool absence of emotion again, 
her features as still as a woodland pond at dawn after the first hard 
freeze of the season. “I never met her, but the Sisters of the Dark 
spoke of her in hushed tones.” 

“Tt would be those Sisters,” Ann grumbled. 

Shota’s arms slowly dropped to her sides as she took a step away 
from the fountain, toward where Nicci stood on the expanse of marble 
floor at the top of the steps. “What do you know of her?” 

“Nothing much. I’ve only heard her name, Six. I only remember it 


because it was unusual. Some of my superiors at the time—my Sisters 
of the Dark superiors—apparently did know her. I heard her name 
mentioned several times.” 

Shota’s countenance had turned as dark and dangerous as that of a 
viper with its fangs bared. “What were Sisters of the Dark doing with 
a witch woman?” 

“T don’t really know,” Nicci said. “They may have had dealings with 
her, but if they did I never knew about it. I wasn’t always included in 
their schemes. It may be that they only knew of her. It’s possible they 
never even met her.” 

“Or it’s possible that they knew her well.” 

Nicci shrugged. “Maybe. You’d have to ask them. I suggest you 
hurry—Samuel has already killed one of them.” 

Shota ignored the taunt and turned away to stare into the still 
waters of the fountain. “You must have heard them say something 
about her.” 

“Nothing very specific,” Nicci said. 

“Well,” Shota said with exaggerated patience as she turned back 
around, “what was the general nature of what they were saying about 
her?” 

“I only got a sense of two things. I heard that the witch, Six, lived 
far to the south. The Sisters mentioned that she lived much deeper 
down in the Old World, in some of the trackless forests and 
swampland.” Nicci gazed resolutely into Shota’s eyes. “And they were 
afraid of her.” 

Shota folded her arms across her breasts again. “Afraid of her,” she 
repeated in a flat tone. 

“Terrified.” 

Shota appraised Nicci’s eyes for a time before finally yet again 
turning to stare into the fountain, as if hoping to see some secret 
revealed in the placid waters. 

“There’s nothing to say that it’s the same woman,” Richard said. 
“There’s no evidence to say that it’s this witch woman, Six, from the 
Old World.” 

Shota glanced back over her shoulder. “You, of all people, suggest 
that it’s mere coincidence?” Her gaze again sought solace in the 
waters. “It doesn’t really matter if it is or not. It matters only that it is 
a witch woman and she is bent on causing me trouble.” 

Richard stepped closer to Shota. “I find it pretty hard to believe that 
this other witch woman would have bewitched Samuel away from you 
just to show you up and have what’s yours. There has to be more to 
it.” 

“Maybe it’s a challenge,” Cara said. “Maybe she is daring you to 


come out and fight.” 

“That would require her to make herself known,” Shota said. “She 
has done just the opposite. She is deliberate and calculating about 
remaining concealed so that I can’t fight her.” 

As he considered, Richard rested a boot on the marble bench 
surrounding the fountain. “I still say there has to be something more 
to this. Having Samuel steal one of the boxes of Orden has darker 
implications.” 

“The more likely answer points to none other than your own hand, 
Shota.” Zedd’s words drew everyone’s attention. “This sounds more 
like one of your grand deceptions.” 

“I can understand why you would think so, but if that were true 
then why would I come here to tell you of it?” 

Zedd’s glare didn’t falter. “To make yourself look innocent when 
you are really the one in the shadows directing events.” 

Shota rolled her eyes. “I don’t have time for such childish games, 
wizard. I have not been directing Samuel’s hand. My time has been 
spent on other, more important matters.” 

“Such as?” 

“T have been to Galea.” 

“Galea!” Zedd snorted his disbelief. “What business would you have 
in Galea?” 

Jebra laid a hand on Zedd’s shoulder. “She came to rescue me. I was 
in Ebinissia, caught up in the invasion and then enslaved. Shota pulled 
me out of the middle of it.” 

Zedd turned a suspicious look on Shota. “You went to the crown 
city of Galea to rescue Jebra?” 

Shota glanced briefly at Richard, a clouded look laden with 
meaning. “It was necessary.” 

“Why?” Zedd pressed. “I’m relieved to have Jebra at last rescued 
from that horror, of course, but what exactly do you mean when you 
say that it was necessary?” 

Shota caught a diaphanous point of the material making up her 
dress as it lifted ever so gently upward, like a cat arching its back, 
craving a gentle stroke from its mistress’s hand. “Events march 
onward toward a grim conclusion. If the course of those events does 
not change then we will be doomed to the rule of the invaders, bound 
to the mandate of people whose conviction, among other things, is 
that magic is an evil corruption that must be eradicated from the 
world. They believe that mankind is a sinful and corrupt being who 
should properly be unremarkable and helpless in the face of the 
almighty spectacle of nature. Those of us who possess magic, precisely 
because we are not unremarkable and helpless, will all be hunted 


down and destroyed.” 

Shota’s gaze passed among those watching her. “But that is merely 
our personal tragedy, not the true scourge of the Order. 

“If the course of events does not change, then the monstrous beliefs 
that the Order imposes will settle like a burial shroud over the entire 
world. There will be no safe place, no refuge. An iron mandate of 
conformity will be locked around the necks of all those left alive. For 
the delusion of the common welfare, in the form of lofty slogans and 
vacuous notions that incite the feckless rabble into nothing more than 
a mindless lust for the unearned, everything good and noble will be 
sacrificed, deadening civilized man into little more than an organized 
mob of looters. 

“But once everything of value is plundered, what will be left of their 
lives? By their contempt for the magnificent and disdain of all that is 
good, they embrace the petty and the crude. By their rabid hatred for 
any man who excels, the beliefs of the Order will doom all men to 
grubbing in the muck to survive. 

“The unwavering view of mankind’s inherent wickedness will be the 
collective faith. That belief, enforced through ruthless brutality and 
unspeakable hardship, will be their enduring high-water mark. Their 
legacy will be mankind’s descent into a dark age of suffering and 
misery from which it may never again emerge. That is the terror of 
the Order—not death, but life under their beliefs.” Shota’s words cast 
a pall over the room. “The dead, after all, can’t feel, can’t suffer. Only 
the living can.” 

Shota turned to the shadows, where Nathan stood. “And what say 
you, prophet? Does prophecy say it otherwise, or do I speak the 
truth?” 

Nathan, tall and grim, answered quietly. “As far as the Imperial 
Order goes, I’m afraid that prophecy can offer no testimony to the 
contrary. You have aptly and succinctly described several thousand 
years of forewarning.” 

“Such ancient works are not easily understood,” Ann cut in. “The 
written word can be quite ambiguous. Prophecy is not a subject for 
the inexperienced. To the untrained it can seem—” 

“T sincerely hope that is a judgment based on a shallow opinion of 
my looks, Prelate, and not my talent.” 

“T was only...” Ann began. 

Shota dismissively flicked a hand as she turned away. Her gaze 
settled on Richard, as if he were the only one in the room. She spoke 
as if addressing him alone. 

“Our lives may be the last lives lived free. This may very well be the 
end for all time of the best of what can be, of striving for values, of 


the potential for each of us to rise up and achieve something better. If 
the course of events does not change, then we are now witnessing the 
dawn of the worst of what can be, of an age where, lest anyone dare 
live better through their own effort and for their own ends, mankind 
will be reduced to living the Order’s idealized lives of ignorant 
savages.” 

“We all know that,” Richard said, hands fisted at his sides. “Don’t 
you understand how hard we’ve been fighting to prevent that very 
thing? Don’t you have any idea of the struggle we’ve all endured? Just 
what do you think I’ve been fighting for?” 

“I don’t know, Richard. You claim to be committed, and yet you 
have failed to change the course of events, failed to stem the tide of 
the Imperial Order. You say that you understand, yet still the invaders 
come, subjugating more and more people with every passing day. 

“But even that is not what this is about. It is about the future. And 
in the future, you are failing us.” 

Richard could hardly believe what he was hearing. He wasn’t just 
angry but appalled that Shota would say such a thing. It was as if 
everything he had done, every sacrifice he had made, every effort, was 
meaningless to her—not only now, but in the future. 

“You have come to tell me your prophecy that I will fail?” 

“No. I have come to tell you that the way it now stands, unless you 
change things, we will all fail in this fight.” 

Shota turned from Richard and lifted an arm up toward Nicci. “You 
have shown him the dull, numb death that is all that can result from 
the beliefs held by the Order. You have shown him the bleak existence 
that is all there is under their dogma, that life’s only value is in how 
much of it you sacrifice, that your life’s only purpose is a means to an 
otherworldly end: a lifeless eternity in the next world. 

“In that, you have done us all a great service and you have our 
gratitude. You have truly fulfilled your role as Richard’s teacher, even 
if it was not in the way you had expected. But that, too, is only a part 
of it.” 

Richard didn’t see how his captivity—being made to live a harsh life 
down in the Old World—could be regarded as a service. He hadn’t 
needed to live through it to understand the hopeless futility of life 
under the rule of the Imperial Order. He didn’t dispute one word 
Shota had said about what would befall them if they didn’t prevail, 
but he was angered that she seemed to think that he needed to hear it 
again, as if he did not grasp what they were fighting for and as a 
result was failing to be fully committed to their cause. 

Richard didn’t know how it happened, because he had not seen her 
move, but Shota was suddenly right before him, her face mere inches 


from his. 

“And yet, you are still not cognizant of the totality of it, still not 
resolved in a way that is essential.” 

Richard glared at her. “Not resolved? What are you talking about?” 

“T needed to find a way to make you understand, Seeker, to make 
you see the reality of it. I needed to find a way to make you see what 
is in store for the people of not just the New World, but the Old World 
as well—what is in store for all of mankind.” 

“How could you possibly think that I—” 

“You are the one, Richard Rahl. You are the one who leads the last 
of the forces that resist the ideas that fuel the conflagration that is the 
Imperial Order. For whatever reasons, you are the one who leads us in 
this struggle. You may believe in what you fight for, but you are not 
doing what is necessary to change the course of the war or else what I 
see in the flow of events forward in time would not be as it is. 

“As it now stands, we are doomed. 

“You need to hear what is going to be the fate of your people, the 
fate of all people. So I went to Galea to find Jebra so that she could 
tell you what she has seen. So that a Seer can help you to see.” 

Richard thought that maybe he should have been angry at the 
lecture, but he could no longer summon anger; it was slipping away. 
“T already know what will happen if we fail, Shota. I already know 
what the Imperial Order is like. I already know what awaits us if we 
lose in this struggle.” 

Shota shook her head. “You know what it is like after. You know 
what it is like to see the dead. But the dead can no longer feel. The 
dead can’t scream. The dead can’t cry in terror. The dead can’t beg for 
mercy. 

“You know what it is like to see the wreckage the morning after the 
storm. You need to hear from one who was there when the storm 
broke. You need to hear what it was like when the legions came. You 
need to hear the reality of what it will be like for everyone. You need 
to know what will happen to those alive if you fail to do what only 
you can do.” 

Richard glanced up at Jebra. Zedd’s comforting arm encircled her 
shoulders. Tears ran down her ashen face. She trembled from head to 
toe. 

“Dear spirits,” Richard whispered, “how can you be so cruel as to 
think for an instant that I don’t already know the truth of our fate 
should we lose?” 

“T see the flow of the future in this,” Shota said in a quiet voice 
meant for him alone. “And what I see is that you have not done 
enough to change what will be, or else it would not be as I see it. It is 


as simple as that. There is no cruelty involved, simply truth.” 

“Just what is it you expect me to do, Shota?” 

“I don’t know, Richard. But whatever it is, you are not doing it, 
now, are you? As we all slide into unimaginable horror, you are doing 
nothing to stop it. You are instead chasing phantoms.” 


Chapter 12 


Richard wanted to tell Shota a thousand things. He wanted to tell 
her that the Imperial Order was hardly the only threat bearing down 
on them. He wanted to tell her that with the boxes of Orden in play, if 
not stopped, the Sisters of the Dark would unleash power that would 
destroy the world of life and give everyone over to the Keeper of the 
Dead. He wanted to tell her that if they didn’t find a way to reverse 
the Chainfire spell it could very well reap the destruction of 
everyone’s memories and minds, robbing them of their means of 
survival. He wanted to tell her that if they didn’t find a way to purge 
the world of the contamination left by the chimes, then all magic 
would be extinguished, and that contamination could very well have 
already engendered a cascade effect that, if not halted, had the 
potential, all by itself, to destroy all life. 

He wanted to tell her that she didn’t know the first thing about the 
woman he loved, the woman so dear to him. He wanted to tell her 
how much Kahlan meant to him, how afraid he was for her, how 
much he missed her, how his dread of what was being done to her 
kept him from being able to sleep. 

He wanted to tell her that right then the Imperial Order was only 
one of their dire problems. But, seeing Jebra standing there trembling 
under the comforting shelter of Zedd’s arm, he thought that there 
would be a better time to bring up all of those other matters. 

Richard held out a hand, beckoning Jebra to come forward. Her sky 
blue eyes brimmed with tears. She finally, hesitantly, descended the 
steps toward him. He didn’t know the specifics of the frightening 
things she had been through, but the strain of them was written all 
too clearly on her gaunt face. The lines there bore silent testimony to 
the hardships she had endured. 

When she took his hand he gently covered it with his other in a 
small gesture of reassurance. “You’ve traveled a great distance and we 
value your help in our efforts. Please tell us what you know.” 

Her short sandy hair fell forward around her tear-stained face as she 
nodded. “I will do my best, Lord Rahl.” 

Under Shota’s watchful eye, Richard led Jebra across the floor 
toward the fountain. He had her sit on the short marble wall 
containing the stilled water. 

“You went with Queen Cyrilla back to her home,” he prompted. 
“You were taking care of her because she was sick—driven insane by 
her time in the pit with all those terrible men. You were to help her to 
recover if she could and advise her if she did.” 

Jebra nodded. 

“So... when she returned to her home did she begin to get better?” 


Richard asked, even though he knew that much of it from Kahlan. 

“Yes. She was in a stupor for so long that we thought she would 
never get better, but after she was home for a while she finally did 
start to come round. At first she was only aware of those around her 
for brief periods. The more she recognized familiar surroundings, 
though, the longer those periods of clarity grew. Slowly, to everyone’s 
joy, she seemed to come back to life. She eventually emerged from her 
long lethargy—like an animal coming out of hibernation. She seemed 
to shake off her long sleep and return to normal. She was full of 
energy, full of excitement to be home again.” 

“Queen Cyrilla was the queen of Galea,” Shota said to Richard. “She 
inherited the crown, rather than—” 

“Prince Harold,” Richard finished as he looked up at the witch 
woman. “Cyrilla’s brother was Harold. Harold declined the crown, 
preferring to lead the Galean army.” 

Shota arched an eyebrow. “You seem to know a lot about the 
monarchy of Galea.” 

“Their father was King Wyborn,” Richard said. “King Wyborn was 
also Kahlan’s father. Kahlan is half sister to Cyrilla. That is the reason 
I know so much about the monarchy of Galea.” 

If Shota was surprised to hear it, or if she didn’t believe him because 
Kahlan was involved, she didn’t betray either. She finally broke eye 
contact with him and went back to her pacing, allowing Jebra to 
continue her story. 

“Cyrilla resumed her place on the thrown as if she had never left. 
The city seemed exhilarated to have her back. Galea had been 
struggling in its recovery from the horrifying time that the advance 
army of the Imperial Order had sacked the crown city. That attack had 
been a massive tragedy with tremendous loss of life. 

“But with those invaders long gone the repairs of the destruction 
had been under way for quite some time. Even the burned buildings 
were being rebuilt. Businesses had started up again. Commerce had 
returned. People once again came to the city from all over Galea to 
make a better life for themselves. Families had begun to grow and knit 
together again. With hard work, prosperity had begun to return. With 
the queen back, it seemed to invigorate the spirit of the city all the 
more, and make the world seem right again. 

“People said that lessons had been learned and such a tragedy 
would never happen again. To that end, new defenses were built, 
along with a much larger army. Cyrilla, like many of the people of 
Galea, put that appalling time behind her and was eager to be about 
the business of her land. She accepted audiences and kept her hand in 
many of the matters of state. She kept herself immersed in every sort 
of activity, from mediating trade disputes to attending formal balls 


where she danced with dignitaries. 

“Prince Harold, being the head of the Galean army, kept her 
informed of the latest news about the invasion of the New World, so 
she was fully aware that the horde was pouring into the southern 
reaches of the Midlands. I always knew when she had received the 
latest reports; I would find her twisting her handkerchief, mumbling 
to herself, as she paced in a dark room without windows. It almost 
seemed to me that she was seeking the dark hiding place in her mind 
—the stupor she had been in before—but she couldn’t find it, couldn’t 
get back into it.” 

Jebra gestured briefly up the steps to the old man watching her 
speak. “Zedd told me to watch over her, to give her what advice I 
could. Even though she may have outwardly appeared to be her old 
self, and she didn’t lapse back into the wooden daze, I could tell that 
she remained on the edge of insanity. My visions were unclear, 
probably because of that, because while she may have seemed normal 
again, she was still inwardly haunted by terrible fears. It was much 
like the land of Galea; things appeared normal but, with the Imperial 
Order in the New World, things were hardly normal. There was 
always a dark, underlying tension. 

“When we heard from the scouts that the Order was moving up the 
Callisidrin Valley, coming up the center of the Midlands intent on 
dividing the New World, I advised the queen that she must support 
the D’Haran army, that she must send the Galean army to fight with 
the rest of the forces of all the lands that had been joined together 
with the D’Haran Empire. I tried to tell her, as did Prince Harold, that 
our only chance at a real defense was in unity with the forces resisting 
the Order. 

“She would not hear of it. She said that it was her duty as the queen 
of Galea to protect Galea alone, not other peoples or other lands. I 
tried to make her see that if Galea stood alone then it stood no chance. 
Cyrilla, though, had heard stories of other places that had been 
invaded, stories of the Order’s ruthless brutality. She was terrified of 
the men of the Order. I told her that she would be safe only if we 
helped stop the invaders before they ever reached Galea. 

“We received desperate requests for troops. Ignoring those requests, 
Cyrilla instead commanded Prince Harold to gather all the men he 
could into arms and that he use the army to protect Galea. She said 
that his duty, that the duty of the Galean army, was to Galea alone. 
She commanded that the invaders not be allowed to cross the borders, 
not be allowed to set foot on Galean soil. 

“Prince Harold, who at first had tried to advise her of the wisest 
course of action, abandoned his own advice and in an act of pointless 
loyalty acceded to her wishes. She commanded that the defenses be 


set up to protect Galea at all costs. Prince Harold went to see to her 
instructions. She didn’t care if the rest of the Midlands, or the entire 
New World for that matter, fell to the Order, as long as the Galean 
army—” 

“Yes, yes.” Shota impatiently rolled a hand as she paced before the 
woman. “We all know that Queen Cyrilla was loony. I didn’t bring you 
all this way to describe life under a batty queen.” 

“Sorry.” Ill at ease, Jebra cleared her throat and went on. “Well, 
Cyrilla grew impatient with me, with my insistent advice. She told me 
that her decision was final. 

“With her determined commitment to a course of action, it finally 
fixed events, fixed our future and our fate. I think that for this reason I 
was at last beset with a powerful vision. It started not with the actual 
vision itself, but with a bloodcurdling sound that filled my mind. That 
terrible sound set me to trembling. With the frightening sound the 
visions came flooding forth, visions of the defenders being crushed 
and overrun, visions of the city falling, visions of Queen Cyrilla being 
given to the howling gangs of men to be... to be used as a whore and 
an object of amusement.” 

One hand held across her abdomen, her elbows tight against her 
sides, Jebra wiped tears back off one cheek. She briefly smiled up at 
Richard, a self-conscious smile that could not hold back the horror he 
could so clearly see in her eyes. “Of course,” she said, “I’m not telling 
you all of the terrible things I saw in that vision. But I told her.” 

“T don’t expect that it did any good,” Richard said. 

“No, it didn’t.” Jebra fidgeted with a strand of her hair. “Cyrilla was 
enraged. She summoned her royal guard. When they all rushed in 
through those double, tall blue and gilt doors she thrust a finger at me 
and proclaimed me a traitor. She ordered me thrown into a dungeon. 
The queen screamed orders to the guards as they were seizing me that 
if I spoke even one word of my visions—my blasphemy, as she called 
it—then they were to cut out my tongue.” 

A little laugh rattled out, a laugh incongruous with her trembling 
chin and wrinkled brow. Her words came out in a thin whine of 
apology. “I didn’t want my tongue cut out.” 

Zedd, having made his way down the steps, laid a reassuring hand 
on the back of her shoulder. “Of course not, my dear, of course not. At 
that point it would have done you no good to have pressed the issue. 
No one would expect you to go beyond what you did; it would have 
served no purpose. You did your best; you showed her the truth. She 
made the conscious choice to be blind to it.” 

Fussing with her fingers, Jebra nodded. “I guess that her insanity 
never really left her.” 


“Those who are far from insane often act in an irrational manner. 
Don’t excuse such conscious and deliberate actions with so convenient 
an explanation as insanity.” When she gave him a puzzled look, Zedd 
opened his hands in a gesture of pained frustration at an old dilemma 
he had seen all too often. “All sorts of people who strongly want to 
believe in something are frequently unwilling to see the truth no 
matter how obvious it is. They make that choice.” 

“I guess so,” Jebra said. 

“Seems like, rather than heed the truth, she instead believed a lie 
that she wanted to believe,” Richard said, remembering part of the 
Wizard’s First Rule, the rule he had learned from his grandfather. 

“That’s right.” Zedd swept an arm out in a grim parody of a wizard 
granting a wish. “She decided what she wished to happen and then 
assumed that reality would bend to her wishes.” His arm dropped. 
“Reality doesn’t indulge wishes.” 

“So Queen Cyrilla was angry with Jebra for speaking the truth 
aloud, for bringing it out where it could not be so easily overlooked 
and ignored,” Cara said. “And then punished her for doing so.” 

Zedd nodded as his fingertips gently rubbed Jebra’s shoulder. Her 
tired eyes had closed under his touch. “People who for whatever 
reason don’t want to see the truth can be acutely hostile to it and 
shrill in their denunciation of it. They frequently turn their venomous 
antagonism on whoever dares point out that truth.” 

“That hardly makes the truth vanish,” Richard said. 

Zedd shrugged with the straightforward simplicity he saw in it. “To 
those seeking the truth, it’s a matter of simple, rational self-interest to 
always keep reality in view. Truth is rooted in reality, after all, not the 
imagination.” 

Richard rested the heel of his hand on the hickory handle of the 
knife at his belt. He missed the sword being at hand, but he had 
traded it for information that eventually led him to the Chainfire book 
and the truth of what had happened to Kahlan, so it had been worth 
it. Still, he sorely missed the sword and worried over what Samuel 
might be using it for. 

Thinking of the Sword of Truth, wondering where it was, Richard 
stared off at nothing in particular. “Seems hard to fathom how people 
can turn away from seeing what is in their own best interest.” 

“Doesn’t it, though.” Zedd’s voice had changed from a tone of casual 
conversation to that thin, reedy tone that told Richard there was 
something more on his mind. “Therein lies the heart of it.” 

When Richard looked his way, Zedd’s gaze focused intently on him. 
“Willfully turning aside from the truth is treason to one’s self.” 

Shota, arms folded, paused in her pacing to lean toward Zedd. “A 


wizard’s rule, wizard?” 

Zedd arched an eyebrow. “The tenth, actually.” 

Shota turned a meaningful look on Richard. “Wise advice.” After 
holding him in the grip of that iron gaze for an uncomfortably long 
time, she went back to her pacing. 

Richard imagined that she thought he was ignoring the truth—the 
truth of the invading army of the Imperial Order. He wasn’t in the 
least bit ignoring the truth, he just didn’t know what more she 
expected he could do to stop them. If wishes worked he would already 
long ago have banished them back to the Old World. If he only knew 
what to do to stop them, he would do it, but he didn’t. It was bad 
enough to know the horror that approached and feel helpless to stop 
it, but it infuriated him that Shota seemed to think he was simply 
being obstinate in not doing something about it—as if the solution 
was within his grasp. 

He glanced up the steps at the statuesque woman watching him. 
Even in a pink nightdress she looked noble and wise. While Richard 
had been raised by people who encouraged him to deal with things 
the way they really were, she had been indoctrinated by people who 
were driven by the beliefs taught by the Order. It took a remarkable 
individual, after a lifetime of authoritarian teachings, to be willing to 
see the truth. 

He gazed into her blue eyes for a long moment, wondering if he 
would have had her courage... the courage to grasp the nature and 
magnitude of the terrible mistakes she had made, the courage to then 
embrace the truth and change. Very few people had that kind of 
courage. 

Richard wondered if she, too, thought that he was neglecting the 
invasion of the Imperial Order for irrational and selfish reasons. He 
wondered if she, too, thought that he was not doing something vital 
that would save innocent people from horrific suffering. He dearly 
hoped not. There were times when Nicci’s support seemed like the 
only thing that gave him the strength to go on. 

He wondered if she expected him to give up trying to find Kahlan in 
order to turn his full attention to trying to save a great many more 
lives than just that one, no matter how precious. Richard swallowed 
back the anguish; he knew that Kahlan herself would have made that 
demand. As much as she had loved him—back when she remembered 
who she was—Kahlan would not have wanted him to come after her if 
it meant that he would have to do so at the expense of trying to save 
sO Many more people who were in mortal danger. 

The thought he had just had suddenly struck home: back when she 
knew who she was... who he was. Kahlan couldn’t love him anymore 
if she didn’t know who she was, if she didn’t know who he was. His 


knees went weak. 

“That’s the way I saw it,” Jebra said, opening her eyes and seeming 
to come awake as Zedd withdrew his comforting touch, “that I had 
done my best to show her the truth. But I didn’t like being in that 
dungeon. Didn’t like it one bit.” 

“So what happened then?” Zedd scratched the hollow of his cheek. 
“How long were you down in the dungeon?” 

“T lost track of the days. There were no windows, so after a time I 
didn’t even know if it was day or night. I didn’t know when the 
seasons changed, but I knew that I had been there long enough for 
them to come and go. I began to lose hope. 

“They fed me—never enough to be satisfied, but well enough to 
keep me alive. Every once in a great while they left a candle burning 
in the dingy central room beyond the iron door. The guards weren’t 
deliberately cruel to me, but it was terrifying being locked away in the 
darkness of that tiny stone room. I knew better than to complain. 
When the other prisoners cursed or complained or raised a ruckus 
they were warned to be silent and, on occasion, when a prisoner 
didn’t follow those orders, I could hear the guards carry out their 
threats. Sometimes the prisoners were there only a short time before 
being taken to their execution. From time to time new men were 
brought in. From what I could see as I peeked out the tiny window, 
the men they brought in were a violent and dangerous lot. Their vile 
oaths in the pitch black sometimes woke me and gave me nightmares 
when I fell back to sleep. 

“The whole time I waited in dread of having a vision that would 
reveal to me my final fate, but such a vision never came. I hardly 
needed a vision, though, to know what the future held. I knew that as 
the invaders drew close, Cyrilla would likely come to think of it as my 
fault. I’ve had visions my whole life. People who don’t like the things 
that happen to them often blame me for having told them what I saw. 
Rather than use that information to do something about it, it’s easier 
for them to take out their displeasure on me. They often believed that 
I had caused their troubles by telling them what I had seen, as if what 
I saw was by my choice and brought to be through malice on my part. 

“Being locked away in that dark cell was almost beyond endurance, 
but I could do nothing other than endure it. As I sat there endlessly, I 
could understand how being thrown in the pit had driven Cyrilla mad. 
At least I didn’t have the brutes to contend with—those kind of men 
were locked in the other cells. As it was, I thought that I would surely 
die there, forsaken and forgotten. I lost track of how long I had been 
locked away from the world, from the light, from living. 

“All the while I never had any more visions. I didn’t know at the 
time that I would never have another. 


“Once, the queen sent an emissary to ask if I would recant my 
vision. I told the man who came to see me that I would happily tell 
the queen any lie she wished to hear if she would only let me out. It 
must not have been what the queen wanted to hear because I never 
saw the emissary again and no one came to release me.” 

Richard glanced over to see Shota watching him. He could read in 
her eyes her silent accusation that he was doing that very thing— 
wanting her to tell him something other than what she saw was in 
store for the world. He felt a stab of guilt. 

Jebra gazed up at the skylights high overhead, as if soaking up the 
simple wonder of light. “One night—I only later learned that up in the 
world it was night as well—a guard came to the tiny window in the 
iron door to my cramped little room. He whispered that Imperial 
Order troops approached the city. He told me that the battle was at 
last about to begin. 

“He sounded almost cheered that the agony of waiting was finally 
over, that the reality of it relieved them all of having to pretend 
otherwise for their queen. It was as if knowing the truth of what was 
coming somehow made them faithless traitors, but that treason 
against the queen’s wishes would now be transferred to reality. Still, 
that was only part of the queen’s delusions, the part that was too 
obvious to avoid. 

“I whispered back that I feared for the inhabitants of the city. He 
scoffed, said that I was daft, that I had not seen Galean soldiers fight. 
He professed confidence that the Galean army, a force of well in 
excess of one hundred thousand good men, would trounce the 
invaders and send them packing, just as the queen had said. 

“T kept silent. I dared not contradict the queen’s wishful illusions of 
their invincibility, dared not say that I knew that the massive numbers 
of Imperial Order troops I had seen in my vision would easily crush 
the defending army and that the city would fall. Locked in my cell as I 
was, I could not even run. 

“And then I heard that strange, sinister sound from my vision. It ran 
shivers up my spine. My skin went cold with goose bumps. At last I 
knew what it was: it was the wail of thousands of enemy battle horns. 
It sounded like the howl of demons come up from the underworld to 
devour the living. Not even the thick stone walls could keep out that 
terrible, piercing sound. It was a sound announcing the approach of 
death, a sound that would have made the Keeper himself grin.” 


Chapter 13 


Jebra rubbed her shoulders, as if the mere memory of the shrill call 
of the battle horns had again given her goose bumps. She took a deep 
breath to regain her composure before she looked up at Richard and 
went on with her story. 

“The guards all ran to the city’s defenses, leaving the dungeon 
unguarded. Of course, the iron doors they locked behind themselves 
were more than enough to prevent anyone from escaping. After they 
were gone some of the prisoners let out cheers for the approaching 
Imperial Order, for the imminent fall of Galea, for what they believed 
would be their impending liberation. But soon they, too, went quiet as 
cries and screams swelled in the distance above us. Silence settled into 
the dark dungeons of the palace. 

“Soon I began to hear the clash of arms, the collective cries of men 
in mortal combat, coming closer all the time. Along with the yells 
there were the awful shrieks of the injured. The shouts of soldiers 
grew louder as the defenders were driven back. And then, the enemy 
was in the palace. I’d lived in the palace for a time and I’d come to 
know so many of those people up there who were about to face...” 

Jebra paused to wipe tears from her cheeks. “Sorry,” she mumbled 
as she pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbed at her nose 
before clearing her throat and going on. 

“I don’t know how long the battle raged, but there came a time 
when I heard the booming sound of a battering ram bashing against 
the iron doors above. Each blow rang through the stone walls. When 
one door fell, the sounds came closer as the next door then came 
under assault until it, too, was breached. 

“And then dozens of soldiers, all shouting battle cries, suddenly 
spilled down the stairs and into the dungeon. They brought torches 
with them, filling the room outside my cell with harsh light. They 
were probably looking for a treasure room, for plunder. Instead they 
found a filthy place of empty seclusion. They all rushed back up the 
stairs and left us to the dark, to quiet, heart-pounding fear. 

“I thought that that was the last I would see of them, but it wasn’t 
long before the soldiers returned. This time they brought screaming 
women back with them—some of the palace staff. Apparently the 
soldiers wanted to be alone with their fresh prizes, wanted to be away 
from all the other men who might steal them away or fight them for 
such valuable living plunder. 

“The things I heard drove me to push myself back into the farthest 
corner of my cell, but that was no real withdrawal; I could still hear 
all of the ghastly business. I could not imagine the kind of men who 
would laugh and cheer at such terrible deeds as they were doing. 


Those poor women—they had no one at all to help them, and no hope 
of rescue. 

“One of the younger women apparently broke from the man holding 
her and in a wild panic ran for the stairs. I heard voices yelling out for 
the others to grab her. She was quick and strong but the men easily 
caught her and threw her to the floor. When I heard her begging for 
her life, crying ‘please no, please no,’ I recognized her voice. While 
one man held her down, another put a boot on her knee and lifted her 
foot until I heard her knee pop. As she screamed in pain and terror, he 
did the same to the other leg. The men laughed, telling her that now 
that she wouldn’t be running away again she could put her mind to 
her new duties. And then they started in on her. I have never in my 
life heard such frightful screams. 

“I don’t know how many men came down into the dungeon, but 
more and more arrived in turn. It went on for hour after hour. Some 
of the women wept and wailed the whole time they were being 
assaulted. Such carrying-on brought great gales of laughter from the 
men. But these were not men, they were monsters without conscience 
or restraint. 

“One of the soldiers found a stash of keys and went around 
unlocking the cell doors. He laughed and hooted as he threw open the 
doors, declaring the liberation of the oppressed, and invited the 
prisoners to get in line to have their revenge on the wicked people 
who had persecuted and oppressed them. The girl whose knees they’d 
broken—Elizabeth was her name—had never oppressed anyone in her 
young life. She’d always smiled as she went about her work because 
she was so happy to have employment at the palace, and because she 
was infatuated with a young carpenter’s apprentice who worked there 
as well. The prisoners poured out of their cells, only too eager to join 
in.” 

“Why didn’t they pull you out?” Richard asked. 

Jebra paused for a gulp of air before continuing. “When my cell 
door was thrown open I pressed myself up into the darkest corner in 
the back. There was no question as to what would happen to me if I 
went out, or if I was discovered. What with the screams of the women, 
the hollering, the laughter of the soldiers, and the scuffling over places 
in line, the men somehow didn’t realize that I was hiding in the 
darkness at the back of my cell. There wasn’t much light down in the 
dungeon. They must have thought the little room was empty, as some 
of the others were, for no one bothered to stick a torch in and have a 
look—after all, the rest of the prisoners were all men, all criminals, 
and all only too eager to come out. I’d never spoken to them, so they 
wouldn’t have known that there was a woman down in the dungeon 
with them or they obviously would have come in after me. Besides, 


they were all... quite preoccupied.” 

Jebra’s face, twisted in anguish, sank into her hands. “I could not 
begin to tell you what terrible things were being done to the women 
only a short distance from me. I will have nightmares about it for the 
rest of my life. Rape was only part of the purpose of those men. Their 
real lust was violence, a savage desire to degrade and hurt the 
helpless, to have the power of life and death over them. 

“When the women stopped struggling, stopped screaming, stopped 
breathing, the men decided to go find themselves some food and drink 
to celebrate their victory, and then snatch some more women. Like 
best friends on a holiday, the men all took vows that they would not 
rest until there was not a woman left in the New World that they had 
not taken.” 

With both hands Jebra raked her hair back from her face. “After 
they all rushed off it fell still and quiet in the dungeon. I remained 
pressed to the back of my cell, the hem of my dress stuffed in my 
mouth, trying to keep from making a sound that would betray me as I 
shook and wept uncontrollably. My nostrils were filled with the 
terrible smell of blood and other things. Funny how after a time your 
nose has a way of becoming dulled to smells that at first made you 
sick. 

“Still, I couldn’t stop trembling—not after I hearing all the ghastly 
things that had been done to those women. I was terrified that I would 
be discovered and receive the same treatment. As I hid in the cell, 
afraid to come out, afraid to make a sound, I could understand how 
Cyrilla had gone mad under such mistreatment. 

“All the time I could hear the sounds from above, the sounds of 
battle still raging, the sounds of pain and horror, the screams of the 
dying. I could smell oily smoke. It seemed like the battle, the killing, 
would go on forever. The women lying out beyond my open cell door, 
though, did not make any sound at all. I knew why. I knew that they 
were beyond any concerns of this world. I prayed that they were now 
in the tender comforting arms of the good spirits. 

“T was exhausted from my constant state of fright, but I could not 
sleep—dared not sleep. The night wore on and eventually I saw light 
coming down the stairwell; the iron doors to the dungeon were no 
longer there to shut out the world above. Still, I dared not go out. I 
dared not move. I stayed where I was all day, until the room fell pitch 
black again with night. The rampage and looting above continued 
without abatement. What had begun as a battle had turned into a 
drunken celebration of victory. Dawn did not bring any quiet from 
above. 

“I knew that I couldn’t remain where I was; the stench of the dead 
women was becoming unbearable, as was the thought of being down 


there in the dark hole among the rotting corpses of people I knew. Yet 
such was my fear of what waited above that I stayed where I was that 
day and then again the entire night. 

“T was so thirsty, so hungry, that I began to see goblets of water on 
the floor beside loaves of bread. I could smell the warm bread only a 
few feet away. But when I reached for them they were not there. 

“I don’t remember exactly when it was, but there came a time when 
I so ached for an end to the constant paralyzing dread that I came to 
accept and almost welcome my end. I knew all too well what was in 
store for me, but I reasoned that the agony of my terror would at last 
be over. I so wanted it to be over. I knew that I would have to endure 
suffering, humiliation, and pain, but I also knew that, just like the 
women who lay dead not far from me, it would eventually end and I 
would no longer have to suffer. 

“So, I finally dared to step out of the darkness of my cell. The first 
thing I saw was Elizabeth’s dead eyes staring right at me, as if she 
were looking over, waiting for me to emerge, so that I could see what 
had been done to her. Her expression seemed a silent plea for me to 
testify on behalf of justice. But there was no one to testify to, no 
justice to be had, just my silent witness of her forlorn end. 

“The sight of her, along with the other women, drove me back in. 

Seeing the nature of the tortures they had been subjected to, I was 
finally able to connect those atrocities with my memories of their 
screams. It set me to weeping uncontrollably. I cowered in terror, 
imagining myself subjected to such things. 

“And then, overwhelmed by a fit of blind panic, I covered my nose 
with the hem of my dress against the terrible smell and ran through 
the tangle of twisted, naked limbs and bodies. I bolted up the stairs, 
not knowing what I was running toward, only knowing what I was 
running from. All the way as I ran I prayed for the mercy of a quick 
death. 

“It was a shock to see the palace again. It had been a beautiful 
place, the painstaking renovations after the previous attack a few 
years back having only recently been completed. Now it was beyond 
being a wreck. It was impossible for me to understand why men 
would take the effort to break things the way they had, that they 
could find joy in such tedious acts of destruction. Grand doors were 
ripped off their hinges and broken to bits. Marble pillars had been 
toppled. Parts of shattered furniture lay scattered about. The floors 
were fairly covered with the litter of pieces of other once grand 
things: shards of beautifully glazed pottery; fragments of little ears 
and noses and tiny fingers from porcelain figurines; splintered wooden 
scraps showing a bit of a once carefully carved and gilded surface; 
flattened tables; art that had been torn to shreds or the faces in 


paintings ground threadbare under heavy boots. The windows were all 
broken out, drapes pulled down and trampled, statues defaced or 
broken, walls bashed in in places, covered with blood in others, 
elaborate rooms defecated in, the feces used to write vile words on the 
walls along with oaths of death to the Order’s northern oppressors. 

“Soldiers were everywhere, pawing through the residue left behind 
by yet other soldiers, picking over the dead, looting anything they 
could carry off, smashing elegant decorations out of sheer contempt, 
joking as they stood in lines outside rooms waiting their turn at the 
women captives. As I stumbled in a daze through the wreckage of the 
palace, I kept expecting to be grabbed and dragged off to one of those 
rooms. I knew that there was no avoiding my fate. 

“I had never seen the likes of these men. These were men who 
inspired unbridled terror. Great, hulking, unwashed men in scarred 
and bloodstained leather armor. Most of them were covered in chains 
and belts and studded straps. Many had their heads shaved, making 
them look all the more muscled and menacing. Others glared out from 
beneath mats of long, tangled strands of greasy hair. They all looked 
savage and hardly human. Their faces were blackened with the grimy 
soot of fires and streaked through with sweat. Their language was 
loud, coarse, and boldly vile. 

“Seeing such men stalking through the grand pastel pink or blue 
rooms seemed almost comical, but there was nothing amusing about 
the bloody axes at their belts, their swords greasy with gore, or the 
flails, knives, and iron-spiked cudgels hanging at hand around their 
waists. 

“But it was their eyes that stopped you in your tracks. All had the 
kind of eyes that had not just become comfortable with the messy 
craft of butchery... but had taken a lustful liking to it. All looked upon 
every living thing they saw with a single evaluation: is this something 
to be killed? But their eyes had an even crueler cast when they took in 
any of the women captives being passed from hand to hand. That look 
was enough to stop a woman’s breath, if not her heart. 

“These were men who had abandoned any pretense at civilized 
manner. They did not bargain or barter the way normal men did. They 
took whatever they wanted, and even fought each other over the most 
insignificant plunder. They crushed and destroyed and killed on whim 
without consequence or conscience. These were men beyond the 
realm of civilized morality. These were savage brutes turned loose 
among the innocent.” 


Chapter 14 

“If there were soldiers everywhere, then why didn’t they snatch you 
and drag you off?” Cara asked with the kind of casual yet pointed 
directness that only a Mord-Sith could so effortlessly muster, as if the 
very concept of propriety was beyond her. 

The same question had occurred to Richard, but at that moment he 
had not been able to summon his voice. 

“They thought she had been designated as a servant,” Nicci said ina 
quiet, knowing voice. “Since she was walking around unmolested that 
long after the onset of the assault, the men would have assumed that 
there was a good reason, that those in command had reserved her for 
other duties.” 

Jebra nodded. “That’s right. An officer who spotted me right off 
pulled me into a room with other men who were gathered around 
maps spread out over tables. The room hadn’t been ruined as had 
most of the others. They demanded to know where their food was, as 
if I should know. 

“They were just as ferocious-looking as the rest of the men and I 
would not have known at first that they were the officers except by 
the deference paid them by the other soldiers who came and went 
with reports. Some of these officers were a bit older and had an even 
harder edge to them, a more calculating look in their eyes, than the 
regular soldiers who always gave them a wide berth. When they 
looked at me I knew they were men who expected immediate answers. 

“T grasped at that glimmer of hope—that I might live if I played 
along. I bowed with an apology and told them I would see to the food 
at once. They said that I had better, apparently more interested in 
eating than dealing out punishment. I rushed off to the kitchens, 
trying to act with a sense of purpose while being careful not to run for 
fear that the men would see a woman running and react like wolves to 
a fawn bolting from cover. 

“There were several hundred others in the kitchens, mostly older 
men and women. Many of them I recognized, as they had long cooked 
for the palace. There were younger, stronger men there as well who 
were needed to manage some of the work that was too heavy for the 
scullions or the elderly, work such as handling the carcasses for 
butchering or turning the heavy spits. They were all working 
frantically among the roaring fires and steaming pots as if their lives 
depended on it, which of course they did. 

“When I entered the kitchens people hardly noticed me, as they 
were all rushing about, preoccupied in various tasks. Seeing everyone 
was already working at a fever pitch, I grabbed up a large platter of 
meats and offered to take it back up to the men. The people in the 


kitchens were only too happy to have someone else who was willing 
to go out among the soldiers. 

“When I returned with the food the officers who had sent me 
abandoned what they had been doing. They appeared to be 
ravenously hungry. They sprang up from the couches and chairs and 
used their bare, filthy hands to snatch the meat off the tray. As I set 
the heavy tray on one of the large tables, one of the men peered up at 
me as he chewed a mouthful. He asked why I didn’t have a ring in my 
lip. I didn’t know what he was talking about.” 

“They put rings through the lower lips of slaves,” Nicci said. “It 
marks them as the property of men of rank and keeps the soldiers 
from taking them as plunder. It gives those in command servants at 
their disposal for menial work.” 

Jebra nodded. “The officer yelled orders. A man grabbed me and 
held me while another came forward. He pulled my lower lip out and 
shoved an iron ring through.” 

Nicci stared off into the distance. “They use iron as a reference to 
iron kettles and such. An iron ring signifies kitchen workers and 
such.” 

Richard saw the glaze of suppressed rage in Nicci’s blue eyes. She, 
too, had once worn a ring through her lower lip, although hers had 
been gold to denote that she was the personal property of Emperor 
Jagang. It was no honor. Nicci had been used for things far worse than 
menial tasks. 

“Yow’re right about that,” Jebra said. “After they put the ring in my 
lip I was sent back to the kitchens to get them more food and wine. I 
realized then that the other people in the kitchen wore iron rings as 
well. I was in a numb daze as I ran back and forth to get the officers 
what they demanded. I snuck a gulp of water or a mouthful of food 
whenever I could. It was enough to save me from collapse. 

“T found myself thrown in with other frightened people who worked 
at the palace who were now taking orders from the officers. I hardly 
had time to consider how I had by chance managed to escape a worse 
fate. As much as it throbbed and bled, I was glad to have that iron 
ring through my lip because when any soldier saw it he changed his 
mind about his intentions and let me be. 

“Before long I was sent out with heavy satchels of food and drink 
for officers in other areas of the city. Out in the countryside 
surrounding the city I began to discover the true extent of the horror 
that had befallen Ebinissia.” 

When Jebra sank into a distant daze, Richard asked, “What did you 
see?” 

She looked up at him, as if she had almost forgotten that she was 


telling her story, but then she swallowed back her anguish and went 
on. “Outside the city walls there were tens of thousands of dead from 
the battles. The ground for as far as the eye could see was covered 
with mangled corpses, many bunched in groups where they had died 
making their last stand. The sight seemed unreal, but I had already 
seen it before... in my vision. 

“The worst of it, though, was that there were a number of Galean 
soldiers still alive, though grievously wounded. They lay here and 
there on the field of battle beside their dead brethren, wounded and 
unable to move. Some moaned softly as they lay near death. Others 
were more alert, but unable to move for one reason or another. One 
man was trapped, his legs crushed under the weight of a broken 
wagon. Another had been pinned to the ground by a spear through his 
gut. Even though in great pain, he wanted so desperately to live that 
he dared not pull himself off the shaft and release what it held in 
place. Others had legs or arms so badly broken that they were unable 
to crawl over the chaos of dead soldiers, horses, and rubble. With 
soldiers constantly patrolling, I knew that if I stopped to offer any 
comfort or aid to these wounded men I would be spotted and killed. 

“As I made my way back and forth from the outposts I had to pass 
through this awful battlefield. The hills where this final engagement 
had taken place were dotted with hundreds of people slowly making 
their way among the dead, methodically picking through their 
belongings. I later learned that they were a small army of people who 
trailed behind the Imperial Order troops—camp followers—living off 
the scraps that the Order soldiers left in their wake. These human 
vultures pawed through the dead soldiers’ pockets and such, making 
their living on death and destruction. 

“T recall one older woman in a dingy white shawl coming upon a 
Galean soldier who was still alive. Among other wounds, his leg had 
been gashed open to the bone. His hands trembled with the endless, 
solitary effort of holding the massive wound closed. It seemed a 
miracle that he was even still alive. 

“As the old woman in the shawl pulled at his clothes, looking for 
anything valuable, he begged her for a sip of water. She ignored him 
as she tore open his shirt to see if he had a neck chain with a purse, as 
some soldiers did. In a weak, hoarse voice he again pleaded for a sip 
of water. She instead pulled a long knitting needle from her belt and, 
as he lay helpless, shoved it in the man’s ear. Her tongue poked out of 
the corner of her mouth with the effort of twisting the long metal 
needle around inside his brains. His arms flinched and then went still. 
She drew the length of her knitting needle back out and wiped it off 
on his pant leg as she muttered a complaint that that would keep him 
quiet. She replaced her knitting needle in her belt and went back to 


rifling through his clothes. It struck me how well practiced she had 
seemed at the grisly task. 

“I saw other camp followers use a rock to bash in the head of any 
man they found alive just to be certain he wouldn’t surprise them by 
striking out when they were busy hunting for any loot. Some of these 
scavengers didn’t bother to do anything to the wounded man unless he 
could still use his hands and tried to fend them off; if he was alive, but 
unable to resist, they merely helped themselves to what they could 
find and then moved on. But there were people who lifted a fist in the 
air and shouted in triumph whenever they found a fallen soldier still 
alive, one they could dispatch, as if doing so made them a hero. 
Occasionally there were those who came upon the helpless wounded 
and enjoyed torturing them in the most ghastly manner, amused by 
the fact that the men could neither run nor fight them off. It was only 
a matter of a few more days, though, before all the wounded survivors 
were dead, either from succumbing to their wounds, or finally being 
dispatched by the camp followers. 

“Over the next few weeks the Imperial Order soldiers celebrated 
their great victory with an orgy of violence, rape, and plundering. 
Every building was broken into and thoroughly searched. Anything of 
value was looted. Other than the small numbers of the people like me 
who had been designated as servants, no male escaped capture and no 
woman escaped the clutches of those vile men.” 

Jebra wept over her words. “No young woman should ever have to 
endure what was done to those poor creatures. The captured Galean 
soldiers as well as the men and boys of the city were well aware of 
what was happening to their mothers, wives, sisters, and daughters— 
the Order troops saw to that. Several times, small groups of the 
captives who could no longer bear it rose up to try to stop the abuse. 
They were slaughtered. 

“Before long the captives were sent in great gangs to dig seemingly 
endless pits for the dead. When they had finished digging the pits they 
were forced to recover all the rotting bodies for mass burial. Those 
who resisted ended up in the pits as well. 

“Once all the dead had been collected and thrown into the pits, the 
men then had to to dig long trenches. After that, the executions began. 
Nearly every male over the age of fifteen was to be put to death. 
There were tens of thousands of people who had been caught up in 
the Order’s net. I knew that it would take weeks to butcher them all. 

“The women and the children were forced at swordpoint to watch 
their menfolk being put to death and thrown in the great open pits. 
While they watched, they were informed that this was an example of 
what happened to those who resisted the just and moral law of the 
Imperial Order. They were lectured throughout the endless executions, 


lectured on how it was blasphemy against the Creator to live as they 
had been living, solely for their own selfish ends. They were told that 
mankind had to be purged of such corruption and would be better for 
it. 

“Some of the men were beheaded. Some were made to kneel before 
the pits and then brawny men with iron-capped cudgels walked down 
the line and with a powerful swing bashed in the heads of each man in 
turn while a couple of captives in chains followed behind, throwing 
each freshly killed man in the trench. Some of the prisoners were used 
for target practice with arrows, or spears. Fellow soldiers laughed and 
mocked the drunken executioner if his sloppy aim failed to achieve a 
clean kill. It was a game to them. 

“T think, though, that the sheer magnitude of the grisly business 
brought a somber mood over some of the Imperial Order soldiers and 
they turned to drinking as a way of masking their revulsion so that 
they could join in, as was expected of them. It’s one thing to kill in the 
heat of combat, after all, but quite another to kill in cold blood. But 
kill in cold blood they did. As the victims fell into the trenches they 
were covered over with dirt by those who would soon join them. 

“T recall one rainy day when I had to bring food to officers standing 
under the shelter of what once had been a canvas awning over a shop, 
now held up with lances. They were there to watch an execution that 
was being put on as an elaborate spectacle. The terrified women who 
were to witness the death sentences being carried out were brought 
straight from the rape rooms by their captors. Many of the women 
were still only half dressed. 

“By the many sudden cries of recognition and names shouted out, it 
soon became obvious to me that the Order interrogations had 
identified the husbands of the women and had singled them out. The 
couples were being brought together in a macabre reunion, separated 
but in full view of one another. 

“The women, huddled together and helpless, were made to watch as 
the wrists of their men were tightly bound behind their backs with 
leather thongs. The men were forced to kneel near the fresh pits, 
facing the women. Soldiers came down the line and in turn held each 
man’s head up by his hair, then sliced open his throat. I remember the 
executioners’ powerful muscles glistening in the rain. Holding their 
victims by the hair, after cutting his throat, they heaved each body 
back into the pits before going on to the next man in line. 

“The men waiting to be slain wept and trembled as they cried out 
the names of their beloved, cried out their undying love. The women 
did likewise as they watched their men murdered and then thrown in 
on piles of other men still thrashing and gasping in the throes of 
death. It was as horrific, as wrenchingly sorrowful, as anything I have 


ever seen. 

“As they saw their loved ones killed, many of the women fainted, 
collapsing to the muddy ground covered in vomit. As the steady rain 
fell, others, in wild terror, screamed the names of the man they saw 
about to be put to death. They struggled against the iron grip of 
guards who laughed as they dragged the women away in turn, 
shouting out the details of their intentions to her husband who was 
about to die. It was a twisted kind of cruelty that inflicted suffering on 
a scale that I could not begin to adequately convey. 

“Families were not only being torn apart forever, but being wiped 
out. Did you ever hear that old question: How do you think the world 
will end? This was how. This was the world ending for thousands 
upon thousands of people... only it was ending one person at a time. It 
was one long drawn out withering of lives, the final ending of each 
individual’s world.” 

Richard gripped his temples between the thumb and fingers of one 
hand so hard that he thought he might crush his own skull. With great 
difficulty he managed to control his breathing and his voice. “Didn’t 
anyone manage to escape?” he asked into the ringing silence. “During 
all of these various rapes and executions and all, didn’t anyone 
escape?” 

Jebra nodded. “Yes. I believe that a few made it out but, of course, I 
had no real way to know for sure.” 

“There were enough who escaped,” Nicci said in a quiet voice. 

“Enough?” Richard shouted as he turned his fury on her. He caught 
the flash of rage that had slipped through his control and brought his 
voice back down. “Enough for what?” 

“Enough for their purpose,” Nicci said, gazing into his eyes, 
solemnly enduring what she saw there. “The Order knows that there 
are people who escape. During the height of the brutality, the worst of 
the horrors, they deliberately relax security so as to be sure that a few, 
at least, will escape.” 

Richard’s mind felt as if it were hopelessly adrift in a thousand 
scattered, disheartened thoughts. “Why?” 

Nicci shared a long look with him before she finally answered. “To 
spread such a fear that it will grip the next city in terror. That terror 
will insure that people in the path of the advancing army will 
surrender rather than face the same brutal treatment. In this way 
victory comes without the Order having to fight every inch of the 
way. The terror that is spread by escaping people who tell others what 
they saw is a powerful weapon that crumbles the courage of those yet 
to be attacked.” 

With the way his heart was pounding, Richard could understand the 


terror of waiting for the Order to attack. He raked his fingers back 
through his hair as he redirected his attention to Jebra. “Did they 
murder all the captives?” 

“A few of the men—ones who were deemed not a threat for one 
reason or another—were sent with other people from the city out into 
the countryside in gangs to work the farms. I never knew what 
happened to these people, but I presume that they are still there, 
toiling as slaves to raise food for the Order.” 

Jebra’s gaze sank as she pulled some strands of hair back from her 
face. “Most of the women who survived became the property of the 
troops. Some of the younger and more attractive women had a copper 
ring put through their lower lips and were reserved for the men of 
rank. Carts frequently prowled the camp, collecting the bodies of 
women who had died during their abuse. No officer ever raised any 
objection to the brutal treatment these women received out in the 
tents among the troops, The dead were taken to the pits and thrown 
in. No one, not even Imperial Order soldiers who died, were ever 
buried with their name on a marker. They were all thrown in the mass 
graves. The Order does not believe in the significance of any 
individual and does not mark their passing.” 

“What of the children?” Richard asked. “You said that they didn’t 
kill the younger boys.” 

Jebra took a deep breath before she began again. “Well, from the 
very first, the boys had been gathered together and organized by age 
into groups of what I can only describe as boy recruits. They were 
regarded, not as captured Galeans, not as the conquered, but as young 
members of the Imperial Order liberated from people who would only 
have oppressed them and corrupted their minds. The blame for the 
wickedness that necessitated the invasion was placed on the older 
generations, not these young people who were said to be innocent of 
their elders’ sins. Thus they were separated, physically and spiritually, 
from the adults, and thus was begun their training. 

“The boys were drilled in a manner that was like playing games, 
grim as it must have been to many. They were treated relatively well 
and kept occupied every moment in contests of strength and skill. 
They were not allowed to pine for their families—that was described 
as showing weakness. The Order became their families, whether they 
liked it or not. 

“At night, while I could hear the cries of women, I could also hear 
the boys as they sang together, under the leadership of special training 
officers.” She gestured as an aside. “I had to bring these officers food 
and such, so I had a chance to see what was happening to these boys 
as the weeks and then the months passed. 

“After training for a time the boys began to earn rank and standing 


within their group for a variety of things—whether it be in games of 
skill and strength, or in memorizing their lessons in the righteous 
ways of the Order. As I would rush about in my duties for the officers 
I would see the boys standing at attention before their groups, reciting 
back the things they had been taught, speaking of the glory of being 
part of the Order, of their honorable duty to be part of a new world 
dedicated to the advancement of mankind, and of their willingness to 
sacrifice for that greater good. 

“Even though I never really had the chance to learn the specifics of 
what these boys were being taught, I remember a line shouted 
incessantly as they stood at attention: ‘I can be nothing alone. My life 
has meaning only through dedication to others. Together we all are 
one, of one mind, for one purpose.’ 

“After emotionally charged rallies the boys were brought in their 
groups to watch executions of ‘traitors to mankind.’ They were 
encouraged to cheer when each ‘traitor’ died. Their Order leaders 
stood proud and tall before the boys, backs to the bloodbath, saying, 
‘Be strong young heroes. This is what happens to the selfish betrayers 
of mankind. You are mankind’s future saviors. You are the future 
heroes of the Order, so be strong.’ 

“Whatever trepidation the boys may have had at first, under the 
long and ceaseless indoctrination, guidance, and constant 
encouragement of the officers, those boys cheered. Even if it was not 
sincere at first, it seemed to become so in the end. I saw how the boys 
began to believe—with real fervor—the things they were being taught 
by adults. 

“The boys were encouraged to use knives issued them to stab the 
freshly killed ‘traitors.’ This was only one of the ways they were 
systematically desensitized to death. In the end, the boys were earning 
rank by participating in the executions. They stood before empty-eyed 
captives and lectured them on their selfish ways, their treason to their 
fellow man and the Creator. The boy then condemned that individual 
captive to death and on occasion even carried out the deed. Their 
fellows applauded their zeal for helping to purge mankind of those 
who had resisted the holy teachings of the Order, those who had 
turned away from their Creator and their divine duty of service to 
their fellow man. 

“Before it was over, almost every one of those boys had a hand in 
the butchering of the captives. They were praised as ‘heroes’ of the 
Order. At night, in their barracks, the few boys who would not go 
along with participating in the executions became outcasts and were 
eventually stigmatized as cowards or even sympathizers of the old 
ways, for being selfish and unwilling to support their fellow man—or, 
in this case, boy. They were most often beaten to death by their 


group. 

“These few boys, in my eyes, were the heroes. They died alone at 
the hands of their fellow boys, boys who had once played and laughed 
with them but had now become the enemy. I would have given nearly 
anything to have been able to give these few noble souls at least a hug 
and a whisper of my thanks that they had not joined in, but I could 
not, so they died alone as outcasts among former friends. 

“Tt was madness. It seemed to me that the whole world had gone 
insane, that nothing made sense anymore, that life itself made no 
sense anymore. Pain and suffering became the definition of life; there 
was nothing else. Memories of any kind of joy seemed like dim dreams 
and no longer real. Life dragged on, day after day, season after season, 
but it was life that revolved around death in one way or another. 

“In the end, the only people of Galea left alive were the boys and 
the women who didn’t die during the brutal rapes and then as whores 
for the soldiers. In the end, the older boys were participating in the 
rapes as part of their initiation and as rewards for their enthusiasm 
during their assignments, including the executions. 

“Many of the women, of course, managed to kill themselves. Every 
morning, on the cobblestone streets at the foot of the taller buildings, 
were found the broken bodies of women who, seeing no future but 
degrading abuse, had managed to throw themselves out of windows or 
off roofs. I don’t know how many times I would happen on a woman 
off in some dark corner, her wrists slashed by her own hand, her 
lifeblood having drained away along with any hope. I couldn’t say 
that I blamed them for their choice.” 

Richard stood with his hands clasped behind his back, staring into 
the still waters of the fountain, as Jebra went on in endless detail of 
the events following the great victory by the brave men of the 
Imperial Order. The senselessness of it was almost too monumental to 
comprehend, much less endure. 

The slashes of sunlight coming in through the skylights above 
slowly crept across the marble bench around the pool, across the 
expanse of floor, up and across the granite steps. The bloodred stone 
of the columns glowed as the sunlight ceaselessly, incrementally, 
advanced up their length while Jebra chronicled everything she knew 
of what had happened while she had been a captive of the Order. 

Shota stood unmoving nearly the entire time, usually with her arms 
folded, her fair features fixed in a vaguely grim cast, watching Jebra 
tell her story, or watching Richard listen to it, as if making sure that 
his attention didn’t wander. 

“Galea had reserves of food aplenty for their citizens,” Jebra said, 
“but not for anything like the numbers of invaders now occupying the 
city, who themselves did not have plentiful supplies with them. The 


troops stripped every storehouse of food. They emptied every larder, 
every warehouse. Every animal for miles around, including the great 
many sheep that were raised for wool and the milk cows, were 
butchered for food. Rather than keep the chickens for a steady supply 
of eggs, they, too, were killed and eaten. 

“As the food ran low the officers sent off messengers with ever more 
urgent requests for resupply. For months the supplies did not come— 
no doubt in good part because winter had set in and slowed them.” 

Jebra hesitated, and then swallowed, before going on. “I remember 
the day—it was during a heavy snowstorm—when we were ordered to 
cook some fresh meat the Imperial Order soldiers delivered to the 
kitchens. It was freshly killed, headless, gutted human carcasses.” 

Richard abruptly turned to stare at Jebra. She gazed up at him as if 
from a place of insanity, as if in fear that she would be condemned for 
what she knew was beyond the pale. Her blue eyes brimmed with 
tears of supplication for forgiveness, as if she feared he would strike 
her dead for what she was about to confess. 

“Have you ever had to butcher a human body for cooking? We had 
to. We roasted the meat, or stripped it from the bones to make stews. 
We dried rack upon rack upon rack of the meat for the regular 
soldiers. If the soldiers were hungry and there was nothing to feed 
them, bodies would be delivered to the kitchens. We went to 
extraordinary lengths to stretch what supplies of food we had. We 
made soups and stews with weeds, if we could find them beneath the 
snow. But there was just not enough food to feed all the men. 

“I witnessed many things that will give me nightmares the rest of 
my life. Seeing those remorseless soldiers standing in the open 
doorway, the snow blowing in behind them, as they dumped those 
bodies on the floor of the kitchen will be one of the things that forever 
haunts me.” 

Richard nodded and whispered, “I understand.” 

“And then, early this past spring, the supply wagons finally began 
arriving. They brought great quantities of foodstuffs for the soldiers. I 
knew, despite the seemingly endless wagons full of supplies, that it 
would not last a long time. 

“Beside the supplies, there were also reinforcements to replace the 
men who had been killed in the battle to crush Galea. The numbers of 
Order troops occupying Ebinissia were already overwhelming; the 
extra soldiers seemed to add to my numb sense of hopelessness. 

“T overheard newly arrived officers reporting that more supplies 
would be coming, along with yet more men. As they streamed in from 
the south, many were sent on missions to secure other areas of the 
Midlands. There were other cities to be taken, other places to be 
captured, other pockets of resistance to be crushed, other people to be 


enslaved. 

“Along with the supplies and the fresh troops came letters from the 
people back home in the Old World. They were not letters to any 
specific soldiers, of course, since the Imperial Order had no way of 
knowing how to find any individual soldier within their vast armies, 
nor would they have cared to, since individuals, as such, were 
unimportant in their eyes. Rather, they were letters sent to the general 
delivery of the ‘brave men’ fighting for the people back home, fighting 
on behalf of their Creator, fighting to defeat the heathens to the north, 
fighting to bring backward-thinking people the salvation of the 
Order’s ways. 

“At night, every night for weeks, the letters that had come with the 
supply wagons would be read to assembled groups of men—most of 
whom couldn’t read themselves. They were letters of every kind, from 
people telling of the great sacrifices they had made in order to send 
food and goods north to their fighting men, to letters extolling the 
great sacrifices the soldiers were making to advance the divine 
teaching of the Order, to letters from young women promising their 
bodies in service to brave soldiers when they returned from 
vanquishing the uncivilized and backward enemy to the north. As you 
can imagine, this last kind of letter was quite popular and they were 
read over and over to hoots and wild cheering. 

“The people of the Old World even sent mementos: talismans to 
bring victory; drawings to decorate the tents of their fighters; cookies 
and cakes that had long ago rotted; socks, mittens, shirts, and caps; 
herbs for everything from tea to bandages; scented handkerchiefs from 
enraptured women eager to offer themselves in duty to the soldiers; 
weapons belts and such made by the corps of young boys who trained 
with groups of other boys their own age until the day they could also 
go north to smite the people who resisted the Creator’s wisdom and 
the Imperial Order’s justice. 

“The long trains of supply wagons, before they went back to the Old 
World to get more of the supplies necessary to support the enormous 
army up in the New World, were loaded down with loot to be taken 
back to the cities of the Old World that were supplying the food and 
goods needed by the army. It was like a loop of trade—booty for 
supplies, supplies for booty. I suppose that seeing endless wagonloads 
of plundered riches streaming south was also intended to be a great 
incentive for the people back home to continue to support what has to 
be the enormous cost of the war effort. 

“The army that had invaded was far too large to fit in the city, of 
course, and with the reinforcements arriving with each train of supply 
wagons the endless sea of tents spread even farther out into the 
countryside, blanketing the hills and valleys all around. The trees for a 


goodly distance had all been stripped and used for firewood 
throughout the previous winter, leaving the landscape around the 
crown city looking lifeless and dead. The new grasses never grew 
beneath the teeming masses of men, the countless horses, and variety 
of wagons, so that it seemed that Galea had been turned to a sea of 
mud. 

“From new units just arrived, men coming up from the Old World 
were formed into strike forces that were sent to attack other places, to 
spread the rule of the Imperial Order, to establish dominion. It seemed 
that there was an endless supply of men to enslave the New World. 

“I was working to exhaustion feeding all the officers, so I was 
frequently around the command personnel and often overheard 
invasion plans and reports of cities that had fallen, tallies of prisoners 
taken, accounts of the numbers of slaves sent back to the Old World. 
On occasion some of the more attractive women were brought back 
for the use of the men of rank. The eyes of these women were wild 
with fear of what was to become of them. I knew that their eyes 
would soon enough become dull with longing for the release of death. 
It all seemed to me one endless attack, one long endless savagery that 
showed no signs of ever ending. 

“The city by then, of course, had been all but emptied of the people 
who once had called it home. Almost every male over fifteen had long 
ago been put to death and the handful who hadn’t had been sent off as 
slave labor. Many of the women—the ones too old or too young to be 
of use to the Order—had been put to death if they were in the way, 
but many had simply been left to starve to death. They lived like rats 
in the dark crevices of the city. Last winter I saw droves of old women 
and little girls who looked like skeletons covered in a pale veneer of 
flesh begging for scraps of food. It broke my heart, but to feed them 
would only end in execution for them and for me. Still, if I could get 
away with it, I sometimes slipped them food—if there was any to be 
had. 

“In the end it was as if the population of Galea’s crown city, 
hundreds of thousands of people, had for the most part been wiped 
from existence. What was once the heart of Galea is no more. It is now 
occupied by soldiers in the hundreds of thousands. The camp 
followers began setting up homes in the places long since plundered, 
simply taking over what was someone else’s. More people from the 
Old World began to drift up to take places and live in them as their 
own. 

“The only Galean women left alive were for the most part slaves 
used by the soldiers as whores. After time many became pregnant and 
gave birth to children fathered by the soldiers of the Imperial Order. 
These offspring are being raised to be future zealots for the Order. 


Virtually the only Galean children left alive after the first year of 
occupation were the boys. 

“Drilled endlessly in the ways of the Order, those boys became the 
Order. They had long since forgotten the ways of their parents or their 
homeland, or even common decency. They were now Imperial Order 
recruits—newly minted monsters. 

“After months and months of training, groups of the older boys 
were sent to be the first wave of attackers against other cities. They 
were to be the flesh that dulled the swords of the heathens. They went 
eagerly. 

“I had once thought that the brutes who are the Imperial Order 
were a distinctly different, savage breed of people, unlike the civilized 
people of the New World. After seeing how those boys changed and 
what they became, I realized that the people who are the Order are 
really no different than the rest of us, except in their beliefs and the 
ideas that motivate them. A crazy thought, perhaps, but it seems that 
through some mysterious mechanism anyone is susceptible to being 
beguiled into falling for the Order’s ways.” 

Jebra shook her head in dismay. “I never really understood how 
such a thing could come about, how the officers could teach boys such 
dry lessons, how they could lecture them that they must be selfless, 
that they must live a life of sacrifice for the good of others, and then, 
as if by magic, those boys would march off merrily singing songs, 
hoping to die in battle.” 

“The premise is pretty simple, really,” Nicci said, offhandedly. 

“Simple?” Jebra’s brow lifted with incredulity. “You can’t be 
serious.” 


Chapter 15 


“Oh yes, simple.” Nicci descended the steps one at a time in a slow, 
measured manner as she spoke. “Both boys and girls in the Old World 
are taught the same things by the Fellowship of Order, and in the 
same basic manner.” 

She came to a halt not far from Richard and loosely folded her arms 
as she sighed—not out of weariness, but rather with a weary cynicism. 
“Except that with them it’s started not all that long after they’re born. 
It begins with simple lessons, of course, but those lessons are 
expanded and reinforced over their entire lifetime. It’s not unusual to 
see pious old people sitting through the lectures given by brothers of 
the Fellowship of Order. 

“Most all people are drawn toward ordered social structure and they 
yearn to know how they fit into the larger scheme of the universe. The 
Fellowship of Order provides them with a comprehensive and 
authoritative sense of structure—in other words, tells them the right 
way to think as well as a proper way to live their lives. But it’s most 
effective when started with the young. If a young mind is molded to 
the Order’s dogma then it usually becomes inflexible and fixed for life. 
As a result, any other way of thinking—the very ability to reason— 
generally withers and dies at a young age and is lost for life. When 
such a person is aged, they will still sit through the same basic lessons, 
still hang on every word.” 

“Simple?” Jebra asked. “You said the premise is pretty simple?” 

Nicci nodded. “The Order teaches that this world, the world of life, 
is finite. Life is fleeting. We are born, we live for a time, and we die. 
The afterlife, by contrast, is eternal. After all, we all know that people 
die but no one ever comes back from the dead; dead is forever. 
Therefore, it is the afterlife which is important. 

“Around this core tenet, the Fellowship of Order ceaselessly drums 
into people the belief that one must earn their eternity in the glory of 
the Creator’s light. This life is the means to earn that eternity—a test, 
in a way.” 

Jebra blinked in disbelief. “But still, life is... I don’t know, it’s life. 
How can anything be more important than your own life?” She 
softened her skepticism with a smile. “Surely that isn’t going to 
convince people to the Order’s brutal ways, convince them to turn 
away from life.” 

“Life?” With sudden menace in her glare, Nicci leaned down a little 
toward Jebra. “Don’t you care about your soul? Don’t you think that 
what happens to your very own soul for all eternity might be of 
serious and earnest concern to you?” 

“Well, of course I, I...” Jebra fell mute. 


As she straightened, Nicci shrugged with a mocking, dismissive 
gesture. “This life is finite, transitory, so, in the scheme of things, in 
contrast to an eternal afterlife, how important can a fleeting life in 
this miserable world be? What true purpose could this brief existence 
possibly have, other than to serve as a trial of the soul?” 

Jebra looked uncomfortably dubious yet unwilling to challenge 
Nicci when she framed it in such a way. 

“For that reason,” Nicci said, “sacrifice to any suffering, any want, 
any need of your fellow man is a humble recognition that this life is 
meaningless, a demonstration that you acknowledge eternity with the 
Creator in the next world to be the consequential concern. Yes? By 
sacrificing you are avowing that you do not value man’s realm over 
eternity, the Creator’s realm. Therefore, sacrifice is the price, the small 
price, the pittance, that you pay for your soul’s eternal glory. It’s your 
proof to the Creator that you are worthy of that eternity with Him.” 

Richard was amazed to see how easily such a rationale—delivered 
by Nicci with confidence, command, and authority—intimidated Jebra 
into silence. While listening as Nicci towered over her, Jebra had 
occasionally glanced to the others, to Zedd, to Cara, to Shota, even to 
Ann and Nathan, but seeing none of them offering any objection or 
counterarguments, her shoulders began to hunch as if she wished she 
could disappear into a crack in the marble floor. 

“If you confine your concerns to being happy in this life’—Nicci 
casually swept an arm out, indicating the world around her as she 
glided regally back and forth before them—”if you dare to revel in the 
senseless trivialities of this wretched world, this meaningless, brief 
existence, that is a rejection of your all-important eternal next life, 
and thus a rejection of the Creator’s perfect plan for your soul. 

“Who are you to question the Creator of all the universe? How dare 
you put your petty wishes for your insignificant, pathetic little life 
ahead of His grand purpose of preparing you for all of eternity?” 

Nicci paused, folding her arms with a kind of deliberate care that 
implied a challenge. A lifetime of indoctrination gave her the ability 
to express the Order’s carefully crafted tenets with devastating 
precision. Seeing her standing there in her pink nightdress somehow 
only seemed to underscore her derision of the triviality of life. Richard 
remembered all too well Nicci delivering that very same message to 
him, only at the time she had been deadly serious. Jebra avoided 
Nicci’s piercing gaze, instead fixing her stare on her hands nested in 
her lap. 

“To bring the ways of the Order to other people, Galea for 
example,” Nicci said as she resumed her pacing lecture, “many of the 
Order’s soldiers had to die.” She shrugged. “But that is the ultimate 
sacrifice—one’s life—in an effort to bring enlightenment to those who 


do not yet know how to follow the only right and true path to glory in 
the next world. If a person sacrifices their life in the struggle on behalf 
of the Order to bring salvation to backward, ignorant, and 
unimportant people, then they earn eternity with Him in the next 
world.” 

Nicci lifted an arm, sheathed in the satiny, pink material of the 
nightdress, as if to reveal something magnificent but invisible standing 
right there before them. “Death is merely the doorway to that glorious 
eternity.” 

She let the arm drop. “Because an individual life is unimportant in 
the scheme of things that really matter, it’s obvious that by torturing 
and killing individuals who resist, you are only helping to sway the 
masses of the unenlightened over to enlightenment—so you are 
bringing those masses salvation, serving a moral cause, bringing the 
Creator’s children home to His kingdom.” 

Nicci’s expression turned as grim as her pretense had been. “People 
who are taught this from birth come to believe it with such blind zeal 
that they see anyone living in any manner other than according to the 
Order’s teachings—in other words failing to pay the rightful price of 
sacrifice in return for eternal salvation—as deserving of an eternity of 
unimaginable agony in the dark cold depths of the Keeper’s realm of 
the underworld, which is exactly what awaits them unless they change 
their ways. 

“Very few people who grow up under this indoctrination have 
enough of their reasoning ability still intact to be able to think their 
way out of this bewitching circular trap—nor do they want to. To 
them, to rejoice in life, to live for themselves, is trading eternity for a 
brief and sinful frolic before a looming doom-without-end. 

“Since they must forgo the enjoyment of this life, they are going to 
be only too quick to notice anyone who fails to sacrifice as they 
should, fails to live by the canons of the Fellowship of Order. Besides, 
recognition of sinfulness in others is deemed a virtue because it helps 
to direct those who neglect their moral duty to turn back to the path 
of salvation.” 

Nicci leaned down toward Jebra and lowered her voice to a sinister 
hiss. “Much the same as killing nonbelievers is a virtue. Yes?” 

Nicci straightened. “Followers of the Order develop an intense 
hatred for those who do not believe as they do. After all, the Order 
teaches that wicked sinners who refuse to repent are no less than 
Keeper’s disciples. Death is no more than such enemies of the 
righteous deserve.” 

Nicci spread her arms in a forbidding gesture. “There can be no 
doubt about any of this since the Order’s teachings are, after all, 
merely the wishes of the Creator Himself, and thus divinely elicited 


truth.” 

Jebra was now clearly too cowed to offer an argument. 

Cara, on the other had, was clearly not cowed. “Oh, really?” she 
said in an even, but contrary, tone. “I’m afraid that there’s one fly in 
the ointment. How do they know all this? I mean, how do they know 
that the afterlife is really anything at all like they portray it?” 

She clasped her hands behind her back as she shrugged. “As far as I 
know, they haven’t visited the world of the dead and then returned. 
How would they know what it’s like beyond the veil? 

“Our world is the world of life, so life is what’s important in this 
world. How dare they demean it by making our only life the price for 
something unknowable? How can they begin to claim that they know 
anything at all about the nature of other worlds? I mean, for all 
anyone really knows, the spirit world could be a mere transitory state 
as we slip into the nonexistence of death. 

“For that matter, how would the Fellowship of Order know that 
these are the Creator’s wishes—or that He has any wishes at all?” 
Cara’s brow drew down. “How do they even know that Creation was 
brought about by a conscious mind in the form of some divine breed 
of king?” 

Jebra looked relieved that someone else had finally objected. 

Nicci smiled in a curious manner and raised an eyebrow. “There’s 
the trick of it.” 

Without looking over, she lifted her arm back toward Ann, standing 
across the room in the shadows. “It’s the same method by which the 
Prelate and her Sisters of the Light know their version of the same 
gruel to be true. Prophecy, or the high priests, or some humble but 
deeply devout person has heard the intimate whispers of the divine, or 
has seen into a sacred vision He has sent them, or has been visited in 
dreams. There are even ancient texts that profess to have infallible 
knowledge of what is beyond the veil. Such lore is mostly a collection 
of the same kind of whispers and visions and dreams that in the 
distant past were set down as fact and have become ‘irrefutable’ 
simply because it is old. 

“And how are we to verify the veracity of this testimony?” Nicci 
swept her arm out in a grand gesture. “Why, to question such things is 
the greatest sin of all: lack of faith! 

“The very fact that the unknowable is unknowable is what they 
claim gives faith its virtue and makes it sacrosanct. After all, what 
would be the virtue in faith if that in which we have faith could be 
known? A person who can maintain absolute faith without any proof 
whatsoever must possess profound virtue. As a consequence, only 
those who take the leap of faith off the bedrock of the tangible into 


the emptiness of the imperceptible are righteous and worthy of an 
eternal reward. 

“It’s as if you are told to leap from a cliff and have faith that you 
can fly, but you must not flap your arms because that would only 
betray a fundamental lack of faith and any lack of faith would 
infallibly insure that you would plummet to the ground, thus proving 
that a failure of faith is a personal flaw, and fatal.” 

Nicci ran her fingers back into her blond hair, lifting it off her 
shoulders, and then, with a sigh, she let her arms drop. “The more 
difficult the teachings are to believe, the greater the required level of 
faith. Along with the commitment to a higher level of unquestioning 
faith comes a tighter bond to those who share that same faith, a 
greater sense of inclusion in the special group of the enlightened. 
Believers, because their beliefs are so manifestly mystic, become ever 
more estranged from the ‘unenlightened,’ from those who are suspect 
because they will not embrace faith. The term ‘nonbeliever’ becomes a 
commonly accepted form of condemnation, demonizing anyone who 
chooses”—Nicci tapped a finger to her temple—”to stick to the use of 
reason. 

“Faith itself, you see, is the key—the magic wand that they wave 
over the bubbling brew they have concocted to render it ‘self- 
evident.“ 

Ann, despite the glare of contempt for a Sister of the Light-turned- 
traitor-to-the-cause, offered no argument. Richard thought it a rare 
choice on her part, and one that at that moment was particularly wise. 

“There,” Nicci said, shaking a finger as she paced, barefoot, “there is 
the crack in the Order’s imposing tower of teachings. There is the fatal 
flaw at the center of all convictions contrived in the imagination of 
men. Such things in the end, even though they may be sincere, are 
nothing more solid than the elaborate product of whimsy and self- 
deception. In the end, without the rock of reality, an insane person 
who hears voices in their head is equally sincere and equally credible. 

“That is why the Order vaunts the sanctity of faith and teaches that 
you must dismiss the wicked impulse to use your head, that you must 
instead abandon yourself to your feelings. Once you surrender your 
life to blind faith in their account of the afterlife, they claim that then, 
and only then, the doorway to eternity will magically open for you 
and you will know all. 

“In other words, knowledge is to be gained only through rejection 
of everything that actually comprises knowledge. 

“This is why the Order equates faith with holiness, and why its 
absence is deemed to be sinful. This is why even questioning faith is 
heretical. 

“Without faith, you see, everything they teach unravels. 


“And since faith is the indispensable glue that binds together their 
teetering tower of beliefs, faith eventually gives birth to brutality. 
Without brutality to enforce it, faith ends up being nothing more than 
a fanciful daydream, or a queen’s empty belief that no one will attack 
her throne, that no enemy will breach the borders, that no force can 
overthrow her defenders, if she merely forbids it. 

“After all, I don’t need to threaten you to get you to see that the 
water in that fountain is wet or that the walls of this room are 
constructed from stone, but the Order must threaten people to make 
them believe that an eternity of being dead will be an eternal delight, 
but only if they do as they’re told in this life.” 

As she glared into the still waters of the fountain, Richard thought 
that Nicci’s blue eyes might turn that water to ice. The cold rage in 
those eyes was born of things she had seen in her life that he could 
not begin to imagine. On the dark and quiet evenings alone with her, 
the things she had been willing to confide in him were terrible 
enough. 

“Tt’s a lot easier to convince people to die for your cause if you first 
make them eager to die,” Nicci said in a bitter voice. “It’s a lot easier 
to get boys to bare their breasts to arrows and swords if they have 
faith that doing so is a selfless act that will make the Creator smile 
and welcome them into the eternal glory in the afterworld. 

“Once the Order teaches people to be true believers, what they have 
really done is to forge monsters who will not only die for the cause, 
but kill for it as well. True believers are consumed by an implacable 
hatred for those who don’t believe. There is no more dangerous, no 
more vicious, no more brutal an individual than one who has been 
blinded by the Order’s beliefs. Such a believer is not shaped by reason 
so he is not bound by it. As a consequence, there is no mechanism of 
restraint on his hatred. These are killers who will only too happily kill 
for the cause, absolutely secure in the knowledge they are doing the 
right and the moral thing.” 

Nicci’s knuckles stood out white and bloodless as her fists tightened. 
Though the room seemed to ring with the sudden, terrible silence, the 
power of her words still echoed through Richard’s mind. He thought 
that the strength of the aura crackling around her might provoke a 
sudden lightning storm within the anteroom. 

“As I said, the premise is pretty simple.” Nicci shook her head in 
bitter resignation, the emotion draining from her bleak 
pronouncement. “For most of the people of the Old World, and now 
the people of the New World, there is no choice but to follow the 
Order’s teachings. If their faith wavers they are sternly reminded of 
the eternity of unimaginable suffering that awaits the faithless. If that 
fails to work, then’ faith will be driven into them by the point of a 


sword.” 

“But there must be some way to redeem these people,” Jebra said at 
last. “Isn’t there a way to bring them to their senses and get them to 
cast off the teachings of the Order?” 

Nicci looked away from Jebra to stare off into the distance. “I was 
brought up from birth under the Order’s teachings and I came to my 
senses.” 

Still staring off into a dark storm of memories, she fell silent for a 
moment, as if she were reliving her seemingly endless struggle to 
grasp at life, to escape the haunting clutches of the Order. 

“But you cannot imagine how profoundly difficult it was for me to 
emerge from that realm of dark beliefs. I doubt that anyone who has 
not been lost in the suffocating world of the Order’s teachings can 
begin to grasp what it’s like to believe that your life is worthless and 
of no value, or grasp the shadow of terror that falls over you every 
time you try to turn away from what you have been taught is your 
only means of salvation.” 

Her watery gaze hesitantly drifted to Richard. He knew. He had 
been there. He knew what it was like. 

“I was redeemed,” she whispered in a broken voice, “but it was far 
from easy.” 

Jebra looked encouraged by what Richard knew was no real 
encouragement. “But it worked for you,” she said, “so maybe it will 
work for others.” 

“She is different from most of those under the spell of the Order,” 
Richard said as he gazed into Nicci’s blue eyes, eyes that betrayed the 
naked emotion of how much he meant to her. “She was driven by a 
need to understand, to know, if what she had been taught to believe 
was true or if there was more to life, if there was something worth 
living for. 

“Most of those taught by the Order have no such doubts. They block 
out those kinds of questions and instead tenaciously cling to their 
beliefs.” 

“But what makes you think that they won’t change?” Jebra didn’t 
look ready to abandon the thread of hope. “If Nicci changed, then why 
can’t others?” 

Still gazing into Nicci’s eyes, Richard said, “I think they’re able to 
block out any doubt in what they believe because they’ve internalized 
their indoctrination, no longer viewing it as specific ideas that have 
been drilled into them. They begin to experience the ideas they’ve 
been taught as feelings, which evolve into powerful emotional 
conviction. I think that’s the trick to the process. They are convinced 
within their own minds that they are experiencing original thought 


rather than those discrete ideas that have been taught to them as they 
grew up.” 

Nicci cleared her throat as she looked away from Richard’s gaze and 
turned her attention once more to Jebra. 

“T think Richard is right. I was aware of that very thing within my 
own thinking, aware of that inner conviction that was actually born of 
a carefully crafted manner of instruction. 

“Some people who secretly value their lives will join in a revolt if 
they can see that there is a realistic chance to win—that’s what 
happened in Altur’Rang—but if there isn’t that chance then they know 
that they must repeat the words that the followers of the Order want 
to hear or risk losing their most valuable possession: life. Under the 
Order’s rule, you believe as they teach you, or you die. It’s as simple 
as that. 

“There are people in the Old World working to join together those 
who will revolt, working to set the fires of freedom for those who 
want to seize an opportunity to control their own destiny. So there are 
those who truly want a chance at freedom and will act to gain it. 
Jagang, too, knows of such efforts and has sent troops to crush those 
revolts. But I also know only too well that most of the people of the 
Old World would never willingly cast off their beliefs; they see doing 
so as sinful. They will work to ruthlessly crush any uprising. If need 
be, they will cling to their faith right into their graves. The ones—” 

Shota irritably lifted a hand, cutting Nicci off. “Yes, yes, some will, 
some won’t. Many wiffle-waffle. It doesn’t matter. Hoping for a revolt 
is pointless. It’s just idle wishing for salvation to arrive out of the blue. 

“The legions of soldiers from the Old World are here, now, in the 
New World, so it’s the New World that we must worry about, not the 
Old World and what the mood for revolt might or might not be. The 
Old World, for the most part, believes in the Order, supports the 
Order, and encourages the Order to conquer the rest of the world.” 

Shota glided forward, directing a meaningful look at Richard. “The 
only way for civilization to survive is to send the invading soldiers of 
the Order through that doorway to their longed-for eternity in the 
world of the dead. There is no redeeming those whose minds are lost 
to beliefs they are eager to die for. The only way to stop the Order and 
their teachings is to kill enough of them that they can’t continue.” 

“Pain does have a way of changing people’s minds,” Cara said. 

Shota gave the Mord-Sith a nod of approval. “If they come to truly 
understand without any doubt that they will not win, that their efforts 
will lead to certain death, then perhaps some will abandon their belief 
and cause. It very well could be that despite their faith in the 
teachings of the Order, few of (hem actually, deep down inside, really 
want to die to test it. 


“But what of it? Does that really matter to us? What we do know is 
that a great many really are so fanatical that they welcome death. 
Hundreds of thousands have already died, proving that they really are 
willing to make that sacrifice. The rest of these men must be killed or 
they will kill us all and doom the rest of the world to a long, grinding 
descent into savagery. 

“That is what we face. That is the reality of it.” 


Chapter 16 

Shota turned a hot look on Richard. “Jebra has shown you what will 
happen at the hands of these soldiers if you don’t stop them. Do you 
think those men entertain any rational notions of the meaning of their 
lives? Or that they might join in a revolt against the Order if given a 
chance? Hardly. 

“Pm here to show you what has already happened to many so that 
you will understand what is is going to happen to everyone else if you 
don’t do something to stop it. 

“A precise understanding of how the soldiers of the Order came to 
be, the choices they have made in their lives that brought them 
rampaging into the lives of innocent people, and the reasons behind 
those choices, are beyond being our concern. They are what they are. 
They are destroyers, killers. They are here. That is all that matters, 
now. They must be stopped. If they are dead, they will cease to be a 
threat. It’s as simple as that.” 

Richard wondered how in the world she expected him to 
accomplish such a “simple” thing. She might as well be asking him to 
pull the moon down out of the sky and use it to crush the Imperial 
Order army. 

As if reading his mind, Nicci spoke up again. “We may all agree 
with you, with everything you have come here to say—and in fact we 
didn’t need you to tell us what we already know, as if you think us 
children and only you are wise. But you don’t understand what you’re 
asking. The army that Jebra saw, the army that marched up into Galea 
and so easily crushed their defenses and killed so many people, is a 
minor and rather insignificant unit of the Imperial Order.” 

“You can’t be serious,” Jebra said. 

Nicci finally withdrew her glare from Shota and looked at Jebra. 
“Did you see any gifted?” 

“Gifted? Why, no, I guess not,” she said after a moment’s thought. 

“That’s because they didn’t warrant having their own gifted to 
command,” Nicci said. “If they had gifted, Shota would not have been 
able to so easily get in there and then take you right out of the place. 
But they had no gifted. They’re a relatively minor force and as such 
they’re considered expendable. 

“That’s why the supplies took so long to reach them. All supplies 
first went north to Jagang’s main force. Once they had what they 
needed they then allowed supplies to go to other units, like the one up 
in Galea. They are only one of Jagang’s expeditionary forces.” 

“But you don’t understand.” Jebra stood. “They were a huge army. I 
was there. I saw them with my own eyes.” She dry-washed her hands 
as she glanced around at everyone in the room. “I was there, working 


for them month after month. I saw how massive their numbers were. 
How could I not grasp the extent of their forces? I’ve told you about 
all they accomplished.” 

Unimpressed, Nicci shook her head. “They were nothing.” 

Jebra licked her lips, distress settling into her expression. “Perhaps I 
have not done an adequate job of describing it, of making clear just 
how many soldiers of the Order invaded Galea. Im sorry that I’ve 
failed in making you understand how easily they crushed all those 
determined defenders.” 

“You did a very good job of reporting accurately what you saw,” 
Nicci said in a gentler tone as she squeezed the woman’s shoulder in 
sympathetic reassurance. “But you only saw a part of the whole 
picture. The part you saw, frightening as it surely was, was 
insignificant compared to the rest of it. What you saw could not begin 
to prepare you for seeing the main force led by Emperor Jagang. I’ve 
spent a great deal of time in Jagang’s main encampments; I know 
what I’m talking about. Compared to their main force, the one you 
saw does not qualify as imposing.” 

“She’s right,” Zedd said in a grim voice. “I hate to admit it, but she’s 
right. Jagang’s main army is vastly more powerful than the one that 
invaded Galea. I fought to slow their advance up through the 
Midlands as they steadily drove us back toward Aydindril, so I ought 
to know. Seeing them come is like watching the approach of 
uncountable minions of the underworld come to swallow the living.” 

He looked stoic in his simple robes, standing at the top of the five 
steps, watching, listening to what others had to say. Richard knew, 
though, that his grandfather was anything but indifferent. Zedd’s way 
was often to listen to what others had to say before he had his say. In 
this instance there was no need for him to correct anything that he’d 
heard. 

“If the Order troops in Galea have no gifted,” Jebra said, “then 
perhaps if some of those with the gift were to go there you could 
eliminate them. Perhaps you could save those poor people who are 
still alive, who have endured so much. It is not too late to at least save 
some of them.” 

Richard thought that what she was really asking, but feared to 
speak aloud, was if this was only a minor force with no gifted among 
them, then why hadn’t some of those present done something to stop 
the slaughter she’d witnessed. Before Richard had ever left his woods 
of Hartland, he might very well have harbored the same vague sense 
of resentment and anger toward those who had not done anything to 
save them. Now he felt the torment of knowing how much more there 
was to it. 

Nicci shook her head, dismissing the idea. “It’s not so feasible as it 


might seem. The gifted might be able to take out a large number of 
the enemy and for a time create havoc, but even this expeditionary 
force has sufficient numbers to withstand any attack by the gifted. 
Zedd, for example, could use wizard’s fire to mow down ranks of 
soldiers, but as he paused to conjure more the enemy would be 
sending wave upon wave of men at him. They might lose a lot of men, 
but they are not deterred by staggering casualties. They would keep 
coming. They would throw rank after rank of men into the 
conflagration. Despite how many would die, they would soon enough 
overwhelm even one as talented as the First Wizard. And then where 
would we be? 

“Even something as simple as a band of archers could take down a 
gifted person.” She glanced at Richard. “All it takes is one arrow 
finding its mark, and a gifted person will die the same as any other.” 

Zedd spread his hands in a gesture of frustration. “I’m afraid that 
Nicci is right. In the end, the Order would be in the same place with 
the same result, even if with fewer men. We, on the other hand, would 
be without those with the gift that we sent against them. They can 
replenish their troops with nearly endless reinforcements, but there 
will be no legions of gifted coming to our aid. As callous as it may 
seem, our only chance lies not with throwing our lives away in a futile 
battle that we know has no chance of success, but with being able to 
come up with something that has a real chance to work.” 

Richard wished that he believed that there was some solution, some 
plan, that had a real chance to work. He didn’t think, though, that 
there was any chance that they could do anything other than prolong 
the end. 

Jebra nodded, her glimmer of hope sparking out. The deep creases 
that lent a sagging look to her face along with the lasting web of 
wrinkles at the corners of her blue eyes made her look older than 
Richard suspected she really was. Her shoulders were slightly 
rounded, and her hands rough and callused from hard labor. Even 
though the men of the Order had not killed her, they had sapped the 
life out of her, leaving her forever scarred by what she had been 
through and what she’d been forced to witness. How many others 
were there, like her, alive but forever withered under the brutality of 
the occupying forces, hollow shells of their former selves, alive on the 
outside but lifeless inside? 

Richard felt dizzy. He could hardly believe that Shota would bring 
Jebra all this way to convince him of how terrible the Order really 
was. He already knew the truth of their brutality, of the nature of 
their threat. He’d lived for nearly a year in the Old World under the 
repression of the Order. He had been there at the start of the revolt in 
Altur’Rang. 


Jebra’s firsthand testimony, if anything, was only helping to 
convince him of what he already knew—that they didn’t stand a 
chance against Jagang and the Imperial Order forces. The entire 
D’Haran Empire would probably have been able to stop the unit that 
had descended upon Galea, but that was nothing compared with the 
main army of the Imperial Order. 

Back when he’d first met Kahlan he’d fought hard to stop the threat 
to everyone brought by Darken Rahl. As difficult as it had been, 
Richard had been able to end that threat by eliminating Darken Rahl. 
He knew, though, that this threat was different. As much as he hated 
Jagang, Richard knew that he could not think of this in the same 
terms as the last battle. Even if he could somehow kill Jagang, that 
would not stop the menace of the Imperial Order. Their cause was 
monolithic, ideological, not driven by the ambitions of one individual. 
That was what made it all seem so hopeless. 

Shota’s vision—what she foresaw in the flow of time as the world’s 
hopeless future if they failed to do something to stop the Imperial 
Order—certainly didn’t seem to Richard to have required any great 
talent or special sight. He didn’t need to be a prophet to see how dire 
a threat the Order was. If not stopped, they would rule the world. 
Jebra, in that sense, had told him nothing new, nothing that he didn’t 
already know. 

Richard recognized all too well that, the way things stood, when the 
forces of the D’Haran Empire finally met Jagang’s army in the final 
battle, those brave men, who were all that stood in the Order’s way, 
were all going to die. After that, there would be no opposition to the 
Imperial Order. They would rampage unchecked and in the end they 
would rule the world. 

Shota was far from stupid, so she obviously knew all that, and had 
to know that he would know it as well. 

So, he wondered, why was she really there? 

Despite his dark mood over Jebra’s frightening account of what she 
had seen, Richard had to think that Shota very likely had some other 
reason for her visit. 

Still, Jebra’s story had been difficult to listen to without it stirring 
not only his anguish, but his anger. Richard turned away and stared 
into the stilled water of the fountain. He felt the weight of gloom 
settling around his shoulders. What could he do about any of it? It felt 
as if this and all the other troubles pressing in around them were 
pushing Kahlan away from his thoughts, away from him. 

At times she hardly even seemed real to him. He hated it whenever 
he had such a thought. Sometimes, when he remembered her wit, or 
the way she smiled so easily when she rested her wrists on his 
shoulders and locked her fingers together behind his neck and gazed 


at him, or her beautiful green eyes, or her soft laugh, or her touch, or 
the tight smile she gave no one but him, she seemed more like a 
phantom who existed solely in his imagination. 

The very thought of Kahlan not being real sent a spike of tingling 
dread surging up through his insides. He had lived with that numbing 
fear for a long, dark period. It had been terrifying to be alone in his 
belief that she existed, terrifying to doubt his own sanity, until he had 
at last found the truth of the Chainfire spell and convinced the others 
that she was indeed real. Now, at least, he had their help. 

Richard mentally shook himself. Kahlan was no phantom. He had to 
find a way to get her out of the clutches of Sister Ulicia and the other 
two Sisters of the Dark. It didn’t help, though, that the thought of 
Kahlan being a captive of such ruthless women caused him such 
anguish that he sometimes couldn’t bear to think about it, to think of 
what terrible things they might do to the woman who was his world, 
the woman he loved more than life itself, and yet he could not make 
his mind focus on anything else. 

Despite what Shota believed he should do, Richard had to 
remember that, besides Kahlan being lost in the vortex of the 
Chainfire spell, there were other ominous dangers, like the boxes of 
Orden being in play, and the damage left behind by the chimes. He 
couldn’t ignore everything else just because the witch woman came 
marching in to tell him what she thought he should do. It could even 
be that Shota’s true goal was some complex scheme, some hidden 
agenda, involving this other witch woman, Six. There was no telling 
what Shota was really up to. 

Still, Richard had come to have great respect for her, as had Kahlan, 
even if he didn’t entirely trust her. While Shota often seemed to be an 
instigator of trouble it was not necessarily because she was 
deliberately trying to cause him grief; sometimes her intent was to 
help him and at other times she was simply the messenger of truth. 
And while she was always right in the things she revealed to him, 
those things almost always turned out to be true in ways Shota hadn’t 
predicted—or at least in ways she hadn’t revealed. As Zedd often said, 
a witch woman never told you something you wanted to know 
without also telling you something you didn’t want to know. 

The first time he met her, Shota had said that Kahlan would touch 
him with her power and so he should kill her to prevent that from 
happening. As it turned out, Kahlan did use her Confessor’s touch on 
him, but that was how he had been able to trick Darken Rahl and 
defeat him. Shota had been right, but it had happened in a manner 
that turned out to be vastly different from the way she’d presented it. 
Even though she had been right, strictly speaking, if he had followed 
her advice Darken Rahl would have survived to unleash the power of 


Orden and rule them all, or the ones left alive. 

In the back of his mind lurked the prediction Shota had made that if 
Richard married Kahlan she would bear a child that would be a 
monster. He and Kahlan had been wed. Surely that prediction would 
not turn out the way Shota had presented it either. Surely Kahlan 
would not give birth to a monster. 

It was Zedd who finally spoke, bringing Richard out of his private 
thoughts. “What ever happened to Queen Cyrilla?” 

The room was dead still for a time before Jebra answered. “It was as 
it had been in my vision. She was handed over to the lowest of the 
soldiers to use as they wished. They were eager to get at their prize. It 
went very badly for her. Her worst fears came to pass.” 

Zedd cocked his head, apparently believing that there was more to 
the story. “So that was the last you saw of her?” 

Jebra folded her hands before herself. “Not exactly. One day, as I 
was rushing to deliver a platter of freshly roasted beef, I came upon a 
raucous group of men playing a game that the Imperial Order troops 
were very fond of watching. There were two teams with the gathered 
men shouting and yelling them on. The men were all betting on which 
team would win. I don’t know what the game was—” 

“Ja’La,” Nicci said. When Jebra turned to look at her, Nicci said 
“The game is called Ja’La. In theory it’s a game of athletic ability, 
skill, and strategy; in practice, under the rules the Order plays it by, 
Ja’La is all of that and in addition it’s quite brutal. Ja’La is Jagang’s 
favorite sport. He has a team of his own. I remember once when they 
lost a game. The whole team was put to death. The emperor soon had 
a new team of the most skilled, toughest, most physically imposing 
players to be found. They did not lose. The full name of the game is 
Ja’La dh Jin. In Emperor Jagang’s native tongue it means ‘the game of 
life.’ “ 

Jebra frowned in recollection. “Yes, I guess I do recall hearing it 
called Ja’La. I always saw it played with a heavy ball. A ball heavy 
enough to on occasion break the bones of the players.” 

“The ball is called a broc,” Richard said without turning. 

Nicci glanced over at him. “That’s right.” 

“Well,” Jebra said, resuming her story, “on this particular day, as I 
was taking the platter to the commanders, I had to go to the place 
where the game was being played. There were thousands of troops 
gathered to watch. I was directed to a small stand for the commanders 
and had to make my way through the cheering throngs. It was a 
terrifying journey. The men saw the iron ring of a slave in my lip so 
none dared to pull me away to their tents, but that didn’t stop their 
hands on me.” Jebra’s gaze sought the floor. “It was something that I 


had to endure often enough.” 

She finally looked up. “When I reached the commanders, down 
close to the playing field, I saw that the men starting up a new game 
weren’t using the ball that they usually used.” She cleared her throat. 
“They were using Queen Cyrilla’s head for the ball.” 

Jebra sought to fill the uncomfortable silence. “Anyway, life in 
Galea had been changed forever. What was once a center of commerce 
is now little more than a vast army camp from where continuing 
campaigns against some of the free areas of the New World are 
launched. The farms out in the country, run by forced labor, don’t 
produce as they once did. Crops fail or are poor. The needs of the vast 
armed forces in Galea are huge. Food is always scarce but the supplies 
that regularly come up from the Old World keep the soldiers fed well 
enough to carry on. 

“I worked day and night as a slave to the needs of the Imperial 
Order commanders. I never again had any visions after the one about 
Queen Cyrilla. It seemed odd to me to be without my visions. I’d had 
them my whole life, but after that terrible vision about Queen Cyrilla 
a couple of years back, no more came. My gift as a Seer seems to have 
vanished. My vision has gone dark.” 

By the glance from Nicci, Richard knew that she suspected what he 
was thinking. 

“Eventually,” Jebra said, “I was one day snatched away from the 
middle of all those troops. It was Shota who somehow got me out. I’m 
not entirely sure how it happened. I just recall that she was there with 
me. I started to ask something but she told me to keep my mouth shut 
and to start walking. I remember turning back once to look and there 
was the army spread out across the valley and up into the hills, but 
they were a great distance behind us. I don’t know how it had 
happened, really, that we were so far away.” She frowned into her 
dim memories. “We were just walking. And here I am. I’m afraid, 
though, that because my visions have gone dark I can no longer be of 
any help to you.” 

Richard thought she should know the truth, so he told her. “Your 
vision probably went dark because several years back the chimes were 
in this world for a time. They were banished back to the underworld, 
but the damage was done. I think that the presence of the chimes in 
the world of life began the disintegration of magic. It must be that it 
disrupted your ability. Your gifted vision is probably lost, or, even if it 
returns in part or for a time, it will eventually be completely 
extinguished.” 

Jebra looked dazed by the news. “My whole life I have frequently 
wished that I had never been born with the vision of a Seer. In many 
ways it made me an outcast. I often wept at night, wishing to be free 


of my visions, wishing they would leave me be. 

“But now that you tell me that my wish has been granted, I don’t 
think that I ever really meant it.” 

“That’s the problem with wishes,” Zedd said as he sighed. “They 
tend to be things that—” 

“The chimes?” Shota interrupted. By her tone of voice as well as her 
frown, Richard knew that she wasn’t interested in hearing about 
wishes. “If such a thing were true, then why has there been no other 
evidence of it?” 

“There has been,” Richard said with a shrug. “Creatures of magic, 
such as the dragons, have not been seen in the last couple of years.” 

“Dragons?” Shota coiled a long wavy lock of hair around a finger as 
she appraised him silently for a moment. “Richard, people can go for a 
lifetime and never catch a glimpse of a dragon.” 

“And what of Jebra’s visions going dark? After the chimes were in 
this world her visions ceased. Like other things of magic, her unique 
ability is flickering out. I’m sure that we aren’t even aware of most of 
them.” 

“T would be aware of them.” 

“Not necessarily.” Richard raked his hair back off his forehead. “The 
problem is, Chainfire—which I first heard about from you—is a spell 
that was ignited by four Sisters of the Dark to make everyone forget 
Kahlan. That spell is contaminated by the chimes, so besides Kahlan, 
people are forgetting other things as well, such as dragons.” 

Shota looked anything but convinced. “I would still be aware of 
such things because of the way they flow forward in time.” 

“And what about this other witch woman, Six? I thought that you 
said that she was masking your ability to see the flow of time.” 

Shota ignored his question and pulled the finger free of the skein of 
auburn hair. As she folded her arms. Her almond-shaped eyes 
remained fixed on him. 

“If the shadow of the Order darkens mankind, none of it will matter, 
now, will it? They will put an end to all magic, as well as all hope.” 

Richard didn’t answer. Instead he turned to the still waters, to his 
brooding thoughts. 

Shota tilted her head, gesturing toward the steps as she spoke 
quietly to Jebra. “Go up there and see Zedd. I need to talk to Richard.” 


Chapter 17 

As Shota glided closer to Richard she cast Nicci a threatening glare. 
He wondered why Shota hadn’t also told Nicci to go back up the steps 
with Jebra to talk to Zedd. He surmised, though, that the witch 
woman probably knew that Nicci wouldn’t follow any such orders. He 
certainly didn’t want to see them in a test of wills. He had enough to 
worry about without those on the same side battling among 
themselves. 

When Richard glanced over and saw Jebra ascending the steps he 
also saw that Ann and Nathan had already made their way around the 
room to stand near him as well. When she reached him, Zedd circled a 
comforting arm around Jebra’s shoulders as he murmured words of 
reassurance, but his gaze was on Richard. Richard appreciated his 
grandfather watching out for him and keeping an eye on the witch 
woman just in case she had any ideas about pulling one of her tricks. 
Zedd probably knew far better than any of them just what Shota was 
capable of. He also harbored a deep mistrust of the woman, not 
sharing at all Richard’s view that Shota, at her core, was driven by the 
same convictions as they were. 

As much as he might appreciate her central purpose, Richard was 
well aware that Shota sometimes pursued that purpose in ways that 
had in the past caused him no end of grief. What she viewed as help 
sometimes ended up being nothing but trouble for him. 

He was all too aware that Shota also on occasion had her own 
agenda—such as when she had given the sword to Samuel. Richard 
suspected that she was up to something now as well, he just didn’t 
know what or what was behind it. He wondered if it might have 
something to do with eliminating the other witch woman. 

“Richard,” Shota said in a soft, sympathetic tone, “you have heard 
the nature of the terror that is descending upon us. You are the only 
one who can stop it. I don’t know why it is so, but I do know that it 
is.” 

Richard did not spare her for her gentle tone or her concern about 
their common enemy. “You dare to express your deep distress over the 
suffering and death brought by the Order and your conviction that 
only I can do something to stop the threat, and yet you conspired to 
withhold information just so that you could wrest the Sword of Truth 
from me?” 

She didn’t rise to the challenge. “There was no conspiring, as you 
put it. It was a fair trade—value for value.” Her voice remained 
serene. “Besides, the sword would not be of any help to you in this, 
Richard.” 

“A poor excuse for you giving it to that murderous Samuel.” 


Shota arched an eyebrow. “And, as it turns out, had I not, then 
those Sisters of the Dark who stole the boxes of Orden would probably 
have united by now. With all three boxes together, they very well 
might have already opened one, very well might have already 
unleashed the power of Orden, very well might have already turned us 
all over to the Keeper of the dead. What good would the sword do you 
if the world of life were ended? It seems that Samuel, for whatever 
reason, has prevented a cataclysm.” 

“Samuel also used the sword to kidnap Rachel. In the process he 
nearly killed Chase—and apparently intended to.” 

“Use your head, Richard. The sword served us all by buying us time, 
even if it was at a cost that none of us likes. What are you going to do 
with the time you now have that you otherwise would not? More to 
the point, what good would the sword do you, now, against the threat 
of the Order? 

“Besides, with the sword anyone can be a Seeker—a pretend Seeker, 
anyway. A true Seeker does not need the sword to be the Seeker.” 

He knew that she was right. What would he do with the sword? Try 
to cut down the Imperial Order single-handedly? Just as Nicci had 
explained to Jebra how those with the gift could not overcome vast 
numbers just because they could wield magic, the same applied to the 
sword. Still, Shota had given the sword to Samuel, and now Samuel 
seemed to be acting on the orders of a different witch woman, one 
who apparently had no one’s interest at heart but her own. 

Worse, what sense did it make to fret over a single weapon when so 
many were dying at the hands of the Order, when that single weapon 
would not preserve their lives or freedom? Richard knew that the 
sword was not the real weapon; the mind that directed it was what 
really mattered. 

He was the true Seeker. He was the true weapon. Samuel couldn’t 
take that. 

And yet, he had no idea what to do to stop the threat, to halt any of 
the dangers closing in around them. 

Nicci stood not far away—distant enough to give Shota her chance 
to talk to him, but close enough to step between them in an instant if 
the talk turned to threats, or to something Nicci didn’t like. 

Richard stared into Nicci’s blue eyes a moment before turning again 
to meet Shota’s gaze. “And just what is it that you expect me to do?” 

Without being aware of her coming closer, he suddenly realized that 
he could feel Shota’s breath against his cheek. It carried the faint scent 
of lavender. The fragrance felt as if it drew the tension right out of 
him. 

“What I expect,” Shota said in an intimate whisper as her arm 


slipped around his waist, “is for you to understand. 

“To truly understand.” 

Distantly alarmed by what might be her veiled intent, Richard 
thought that he should back out of her firm embrace. Before he could 
move a muscle, Shota lifted his chin with a finger. 

In an instant, he was kneeling in the mud. 

The sound of the steady downpour roared around him, drumming 
on the roofs and awnings, pattering in the puddles, spattering mud on 
the walls of buildings, on broken carts and on the legs of the milling 
mob. Soldiers in the distance shouted orders. Bony horses, their heads 
hanging, their legs caked with mud, looked miserable as they stood 
impassively in the rain. A group of soldiers off to the side laughed 
among themselves while some others not far away chatted in trivial, 
bored conversation. Nearby wagons rumbled and bounced as they 
rolled slowly down a road, while in the distance a few dogs barked 
ceaselessly in a manner born of habit. 

In the gloomy light of the leaden overcast everything looked a 
murky shade of grayish brown. When he glanced to his right, Richard 
saw that there were other men lined up, kneeling in the mud beside 
him. Their drab, sodden clothes hung limp from slumped shoulders. 
Their faces were ashen, their eyes wild with fright. Behind them 
lurked the maw of a deep pit, looking like nothing so much as a dark 
opening into the underworld itself. 

With a growing sense of urgency, Richard tried to move, to shift his 
balance, so that he could scramble to his feet and defend himself. It 
was then that he realized his wrists were bound behind his back with 
what felt like leather thongs. When he tried to twist out of the tightly 
wound bindings, the leather cut deeper into his flesh. He ignored the 
scaring pain and strained with all his might, but he could not break 
free. An old dread of being helpless with his hands tied welled up in 
him. 

All around him towered hulking soldiers, some in armor made of 
leather, or out of rusty metal discs, or chain mail, while still others 
wore nothing more protective than crude hide vests. Their weapons 
hung from wide belts and studded straps. None of the weapons were 
ornate. They were simple tools of their trade: knives with homemade 
wooden handles riveted onto the heels of the blades; swords with 
leather wound around wooden grips to hold them to the tangs; maces 
made of crudely cast iron atop a stout hickory handle or wrought-iron 
bar. Their coarse construction made them no less effective for their 
task. If anything, the lack of adornment served to emphasize their only 
purpose and in so doing only made them look all the more sinister. 

The greasy hair of those who didn’t shave their heads was matted 
by the steady rain. Some soldiers had multiple rings or sharpened 


metal posts in their ears and nose. The grime layering their faces 
appeared impervious to the rain. Many a man had a swath of a dark 
tattoo across his face. Some of the tattoos were almost like masks, 
while others swept over cheek and nose and brow in wild, snaking, 
dramatic designs. The bold tattoos made the men look all the less 
human, all the more savage. The eyes of the soldiers flicked back and 
forth, seldom pausing on any one thing, giving the men the look of 
restless animals. 

Richard had to blink the rainwater out of his eyes to see. He tossed 
his head, flicking strands of his wet hair back off his face. It was then 
that he saw men to his left as well, some weeping helplessly as 
soldiers held up those who would not, or could not, kneel upright in 
the sloppy mud. The sense of panic was palpable. The floodwaters of 
that panic spread to Richard, rising up through him, threatening to 
drown him. 

This wasn’t real, he knew... but, somehow, it was. The rain was 
cold. His clothes were soaked. An occasional shiver rattled through 
him. The place stank worse than anything he could ever remember, a 
combination of acrid smoke, stale sweat, excrement, and putrefying 
flesh. The cries of those around him were all too real. He didn’t think 
he would have been able to imagine moans so devoid of hope and at 
the same time so desperately frightened. Many of the men trembled 
uncontrollably, and it wasn’t from the cold rain. Richard realized, as 
he stared at them, that he was one of them, much the same as them, 
just one of the many on their knees in the mud, one of many with 
their hands bound behind their backs. 

It was so impossible that it was disorienting; somehow he was there. 
Somehow Shota had sent him to this place. He could not conceive of 
how such a thing could be possible; he had to be imagining it. 

A rock hidden beneath the mud dug painfully into his left knee. 
Such an unforeseeable, trivial detail seemed like it had to be real. 
How could he possibly imagine something so unexpected? He tried to 
shift his weight, but it was difficult to balance. He managed to push 
his knee to the side a little, off the sharp rock. He couldn’t be 
imagining such a thing. 

He began to wonder if it was everything else that he had actually 
been imagining. He wondered if it all had just been a dream, a 
diversion, a trick of his mind. He began to wonder if it could be 
possible that the Chainfire spell had somehow made him forget what 
was really happening, or if reality was just so terrifying that he had 
somehow blocked it out of his mind, withdrawing to an imaginary 
world, and now, suddenly, under the stress of the situation, he had 
snapped back to what was real. He began to realize that, even if he 
didn’t know exactly what was going on or how he could be so 


confused, what really mattered was that this actually was real and 
somehow he was only now awakening to it. In fact, that’s just what it 
felt like to him, like he had just awakened, disoriented and confused. 

If he had been confused before, now he was desperately trying to 
remember, to understand how he had come to be where he found 
himself, how he had ended up on his knees in the mud among 
Imperial Order soldiers. It seemed like he could almost remember how 
he had gotten there, almost recall it all, but it remained just out of 
reach, like a forgotten word that was lost somewhere in the dark well 
of the mind. 

Richard looked down the line to his left and saw a soldier grab a 
fistful of man’s hair and yank his head upright. The man screamed— 
short, terror-choked sounds driven by a heaving chest. Richard could 
easily see that despite the man’s frantic effort, he had no chance of 
escape. The sounds of his tearful pleas raised goose bumps on 
Richard’s arms. The soldier behind the kneeling man brought a long, 
thin knife around in front of the man’s exposed throat. 

Again, Richard tried to tell himself that he had been right before, 
that it wasn’t real, that he was somehow just imagining it. But he 
could see the chip in the blade of the crudely honed knife, see the man 
swallowing over and over in panting panic, see the grim grin on the 
soldier’s smug face. 

When the knife sliced deep across the man’s throat, Richard flinched 
in shock at the sight, as the man flinched with the shock of pain. 

The man thrashed, but the soldier holding him by the hair had no 
trouble restraining his victim. The rain-slicked muscles of his powerful 
arm bulged as he exerted more effort to cut down through the man’s 
throat a second time, far deeper, and nearly all the way around. 
Blood, shockingly crimson in the gray light, gushed out with each beat 
of the man’s still throbbing heart. Richard winced as the fresh smell of 
it made his nostrils flare. 

He tried to tell himself that it wasn’t real, yet, somehow, as he 
watched the man weakly twisting, watched as a bib of blood grew 
down the front of his shirt, soaked down the crotch of his pants, it was 
all too real. With one final effort, his neck gaping open, the man 
kicked his right leg out to the side. The soldier, still holding the man 
by the hair, heaved him back into the pit. Richard heard the dead 
weight splash down heavily in the bottom. 

Richard’s heart pounded against his chest wall so hard that he 
thought it might burst. He felt sick. He thought he might vomit. He 
strained frantically to wrench his hands free, but the leather only cut 
deeper into his flesh. The rain was washing sweat into his eyes. The 
leather thongs had been in place for so long that just moving against 
them burned painfully enough into the raw wounds to bring fresh 


tears to his eyes. That didn’t stop him, though. He grunted with effort, 
putting all his muscle into the struggle to break his bonds. He could 
feel the leather rasping against the exposed tendons in his wrists. 

And then Richard heard his name called out. He instantly 
recognized the voice. 

It was Kahlan. 

His whole life hammered to a halt when he looked up, across the 
way and into her dazzling green eyes. Every emotion he had ever had 
washed through him in an instant, leaving behind a kind of weak and 
terrible agony that ached all the way down to the marrow of his 
bones. 

He had been separated from her for so long... 

Seeing her, seeing every detail of her face, seeing the little arch in 
the wrinkle in her brow that he had forgotten about, seeing the exact 
way her buck curved as she stood turned slightly, seeing the way her 
hair parted naturally under the weight of the rain, seeing her eyes, her 
beautiful green eyes, told him that he could not possibly be imagining 
it. 

Kahlan stretched out an arm. “Richard!” 

The sound of her voice paralyzed him. It had been so long since he 
had heard her singular voice, a voice that from the first time he’d met 
her had riveted him with its intelligence, its clarity, its grace, its 
bewitching charm. But now there was none of that in her voice. All 
those qualities had been stripped away until all that was left was 
anguish beyond bearing. 

Matching the distress in her voice, Kahlan’s exquisite features 
twisted in horror at seeing him kneeling in the mud. Her eyes were 
rimmed with red. Tears streamed down her cheeks along with the 
rain. 

Richard knelt frozen in terror, frozen at the sight of her, right there, 
so close yet so far. Frozen to discover that she was there, in the middle 
of thousands upon thousands of enemy troops. 

“Richard!” 

Her arm desperately stretching for him again. She was trying to get 
to him, but she couldn’t. 

She was being held back by a burly soldier with a shaved head. 

Richard noticed for the first time that the buttons on Kahlan’s shirt 
were gone, ripped off, so the shirt hung open, exposing her to the leers 
of the soldiers. 

But she didn’t care. She only wanted Richard to see her, as if that 
was all that mattered in life, as if that single sight of him was her 
whole life. As if she needed only that to live. 

A painful knot swelled in his throat. Tears welled up. Richard 


whispered her name, too shocked by the sight of her to bring forth 
more. 

Frantic, Kahlan again reached out for him, straining against the 
restraint of the soldier’s meaty hand. His tight grip left white prints of 
his fingers in the flesh of her arm. 

“Richard! Richard, I love you! Dear spirits, I love you!” 

As she tried to tear away, to lunge toward him, the soldier circled a 
powerful arm around her middle, inside her open shirt, holding her 
back. The man reached around and, with a finger and thumb, seized 
Kahlan’s nipple, twisting it as he glanced up, grinning with meaning, 
making sure that Richard saw what he was doing. 

A small cry of surprised pain escaped Kahlan’s throat, but otherwise 
she ignored the soldier, instead screaming Richard’s name in abject 
terror. 

Fired by rage, Richard furiously tried to get to his feet. He had to 
get to her. The soldier laughed as he watched Richard struggle. There 
was no way another chance would come along. This was it; this would 
be his only chance. 

As he began to force his way to his feet, a guard rammed a boot into 
Richard’s gut so hard that it doubled him over. Another soldier kicked 
him in the side of the head for good measure, stunning him nearly 
senseless. The world dimmed. Sound melted together into a dull 
drone. Richard struggled to remain conscious. He didn’t want to lose 
sight of Kahlan. There was no sight in the whole world that meant 
more to him than the sight of her. 

He had to find a way to get her out of the middle of this nightmare. 

As he fought to regain his breath, the big hand of a soldier seized 
his hair and yanked him upright. Richard gasped, trying to draw a 
breath against the stupefying pain of the blows. He felt warm blood 
running down the side of his face, washing cold mud down his neck. 

As his head was pulled upright, Richard’s gaze fell on Kahlan again, 
on her long hair now tangled and matted by the rain. Her green eyes 
were so beautiful that he thought his heart might burst with the pain 
of seeing her again but not being able to hold her in his arms. 

He wanted so badly to hold her in his arms, to comfort her, to 
protect her. 

Instead, another man was holding her in his arms. She tried to 
squirm away. He cupped her breast, squeezing until Richard could see 
that it was hurting her. She beat at him with her fists, but he held her 
fast. He laughed at her futile efforts as his gaze again slid to Richard. 

Kahlan fought him, but at the same time ignored what he was 
doing, ignored the distraction. What he was doing was not what 
mattered most to her. Richard was what mattered most. Her arms 


frantically stretched out toward him. 

“Richard, I love you! ’ve missed you so much!” She was overcome 
with sobs of sheer misery. “Dear spirits, help him! Please! Somebody 
help him!” 

To his left, the next man in line tried with all his might to back 
away as his throat was sliced deep. Richard could hear the man’s 
frantic gasps gurgling through the gash that opened up his windpipe. 

Richard felt faint with panic. He didn’t know what to do. 

Magic. He should call his gift. But how was he to do that? He didn’t 
know how to call forth magic. And yet, in the past he had been able to 
do it. 

Rage. 

In the past his gift had always worked through his anger. 

Seeing the soldier holding Kahlan, hurting her, provided him with 
more than enough anger. Seeing another of those monsters come in 
close to her, leering down at her, touching her intimately, only fanned 
the wild flames of his anger. 

His world went red with rage. 

With every fiber of his being Richard tried to ignite his gift with the 
essence of that fury. He clenched his jaw, gritting his teeth with the 
monumental concentration of his wrath. He shook with rage, 
expecting an explosion of power to match that rage. He saw what he 
needed to do. It seemed so close. He imagined it cutting down the 
soldiers. He held his breath against the storm that was about to be 
unleashed. 

It felt like falling unexpectedly, without any ground below him to 
catch his fall. 

The rain continued to plunge from the gray sky as if to drown his 
effort. No magic arced through the empty space between Richard and 
the man who held Kahlan. No conjured lightning erupted. No justice 
was at hand. 

In all his life, if there was anything there, this was the moment it 
would have come—that much he knew beyond any doubt. There 
could be no more urgent need, no more desire, no more wrath for the 
woman he loved. But no power was there, no redemption at hand. 

He might as well have been born without the gift. 

He had no gift. It was gone. 

It felt to Richard as if the world was caving in around him. He 
wanted everything to slow down, to give him time to find a solution, 
but everything swirled in a terrible rush. It was all happening too fast. 
It was so unfair to have to die like this. He hadn’t had a chance to live, 
to have a life with Kahlan. He loved her so much and he hadn’t really 
been able to be with her, just the two of them, living in peace. He 


wanted to smile and laugh with her, to hold her, to go through life 
with her. Just to sit in front of a fire with her on a cold, snowy night, 
holding her close to him, safe and warm, as they talked about the 
things that mattered to them, about their future. They should have a 
future. 

It was so unfair. He wanted to live his life. Instead, it was to end in 
this miserable place for no good reason. For nothing. He wasn’t even 
able to make his death mean something, to die fighting for life. 
Instead, he was going to die here in the rain and mud, surrounded by 
men who hated all that was good in life, while Kahlan was forced to 
watch it happen. 

He didn’t want her to see this. He knew that she would never be 
able to get the sight of it out of her mind. He didn’t want to leave her 
with that last, horrific memory of him struggling in the bloody throes 
of death. 

He made another attempt to get up, as did most of the other men. 
The soldier behind him stepped on his calves, bearing down with all 
his weight. The pain felt distant. Richard was in a daze. 

He wanted nothing in the world so much as to get Kahlan away 
from the men who were holding her, groping her. Kahlan screamed in 
rage at them, clawed at them, swung her fists at them, and at the 
same time cried in helpless terror for Richard. 

He twisted with all his might against the leather thongs binding his 
wrists but, rather than part, they only cut deeper. He felt like an 
animal caught in a trap. His hands had gone numb. He could no 
longer feel the warm blood dripping off his fingertips. 

He didn’t want to die. What was he to do? He had to stop this. 
Somehow, he had to. But he didn’t know how. In the past, anger was 
the means to reach his gift, to call forth its power. Now, there was 
nothing but a helpless confusion. 

“Kahlan!” 

He couldn’t seem to help himself from being swept up in the terror 
of it, in the blind panic of it. He couldn’t stop the headlong rush of it. 
Couldn’t regain his sense of control over himself. He was being swept 
away in a river of events he could not control or stop. It was all so 
senseless. It was all so overwhelmingly pointless, so monumentally 
brutal. 

“Kahlan!” 

“Richard!” she cried as she again reached out for him. “Richard, I 
love you more than life! I love you so much. You’re everything to me. 
You always have been.” 

Sobs caught her breath, turning them to gasps. 

“Richard... I need you so badly.” 


His heart was breaking. He felt that he was failing her. 

A soldier seized Richard by the hair. 

“No!” Kahlan screamed, holding out a hand. “No! Please no! 
Somebody please help him! Dear spirits, somebody, please!” 

The soldier leaned down, a cruel smile twisting his grime-streaked 
face. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll see to her... personally.” He laughed in Richard’s 
ear. 

“Please,” Richard heard himself say, “please... no. 

“Dear spirit, please, somebody help him!” Kahlan cried to those 
around her. 

She could do nothing and she knew it. There was no chance for him 
and she knew it. She was reduced to begging for a miracle. That, in 
itself, fed the flames of hot dread burning out of control within him. 
This was, the end of everything. 

“She’s a real looker,” the soldier said as he leered across the way at 
Kahlan, proving what Richard knew—that no miracle was at hand. 

“Please... leave her be.” 

The soldier behind him laughed. That was what he had wanted to 
hear. 

Richard was choking on the sob welling up in his throat. He 
couldn’t breathe past it. Tears ran down his face along with the rain. 
She was the only woman he had ever loved, the one person who 
meant everything to him, meant more than life itself to him. 

Without Kahlan there was no life, there was only existence. She was 
his world. 

Without Kahlan life was empty. 

Without him, he knew, Kahlan’s life would be just as empty. 

He saw other women not far from Kahlan, all being held by soldiers, 
all screaming for their men. He saw them saying things much like the 
things Kahlan was saying, offering the same words of love, the same 
calls for someone to save them. The soldiers taunted the men kneeling 
in the mud with vile oaths. 

Seeing the women in the hands of the soldiers, one of the kneeling 
men to Richard’s right struggled hard enough to earn himself a 
lightning-quick stab to the gut. It didn’t kill him, but it was enough to 
keep him from fighting while he was made to wait his turn. As he 
knelt stiff and still, his wide eyes stared down at his own pink, 
glistening insides slowly bulging out of the gash. The screams of the 
man’s wife seemed like they could have split the clouds above. 

The man immediately to Richard’s left gasped his last breath, 
thrashing in uncoordinated movements as the soldier holding up the 
man’s head sawed the large knife back and forth across the victim’s 
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exposed throat. When finished, the soldier growled with the effort of 
heaving the dead weight back into the open pit. Richard heard the 
body thud down in the bottom of the open grave atop other bodies. 
He could hear gurgling gasps coming from the dark hole. 

“Your turn,” the soldier holding Richard said as he stepped around 
behind him to assume the role of executioner. The man leaned close. 
His breath stank of ale and sausage. “I need to finish this. I’ve a 
meeting with your lovely wife as soon as I’m done with you. Kahlan, 
isn’t it? Yes, that’s right—one of the other women confessed that your 
wife’s name was Kahlan. Don’t you worry, lad, I won’t give Kahlan 
much of a chance to grieve, reminiscing about you. I'll have her full 
attention—I can promise you that. After I’ve had my satisfaction from 
her, others will have their turn on her.” 

Richard wanted to break the man’s neck. 

“Think about that as your wicked soul slides into the dark, eternal 
agony of the underworld, as you fall into the cold, merciless grasp of 
the Keeper. That’s where all your kind goes—to the justice of eternal 
suffering—and that’s as it should be, seeing as how we’ve all sacrificed 
everything to come up here to this forsaken land so we can bring 
divine Light and the law of the Order to all you selfish heathens. Your 
sinful way of life, your mere existence, offends the Creator—and it 
offends those of us who bow to Him.” 

The man was working himself up into a righteous rage. 

“Do you have any idea what I’ve sacrificed for the salvation of the 
souls of your people? My family went hungry, went without— 
sacrificed—so that they could send everything to our courageous 
troops. My brother and I gave ourselves over to the fight for our cause 
and everything we believe in. We both came north to do our duty to 
our emperor and our Creator. We both devoted our lives to the cause 
of bringing goodness to you people. We fought in countless bloody 
battles against those who resist our efforts on behalf of what is right 
and just. We saw countless of our brethren die in those battles. 

“T saw the glory of our army of the Order continue on in the fight 
for salvation while your people sent the wicked gifted against us. 
Those gifted conjured evil made of magic. My brother was blinded by 
some of that magic. He screamed in agony as that magic bloodied his 
eyes and burned his lungs. The infections that swiftly befell him made 
his whole head swell, his sightless eyes bulge. He could only moan in 
agony. We left him to die alone, so that we could move on in our 
noble struggle, as was only right. 

“Your wife and those like her will now sacrifice themselves to give 
us a small diversion in this miserable life as we labor in that noble 
struggle. It’s her small payment on a debt of gratitude for what we 
have given over for our fellow man in order to bring the word of the 


Order to those who would otherwise turn away from their duty to 
faith. 

“Someday your sinful wife will join you there in the darkness of the 
underworld, but not until after we’re finished with her. Just don’t 
expect her to be joining you any time soon, as I expect she'll be 
whoring for the brave soldiers of the Order for some time to come, 
what with how the men like to get their hands on a good-looking 
woman like her in order to take their minds off the drudgery of their 
honorable work. I expect she’ll be kept good and busy, since there is 
so much honorable work to do”’—he waggled his knife before 
Richard’s eyes—"like this business here. With the relief us men get 
from her, we’ll have the strength to redouble our determination to 
eliminate all those who will not submit to the ways of the Order.” 

It was insanity. Richard could hardly believe that there were men 
this irrational, this devoted to such mindless beliefs, but there were. 
They seemed to emerge everywhere, multiplying like maggots, 
devoted to destroying anything joyful and beneficial to life. 

He choked back his words, his rage. Nothing angered men like this 
as much as reason or truth or life or goodness. Such qualities only 
incited such men to destroy. Because Richard knew that anything he 
said would only provoke the man and make it worse for Kahlan, he 
kept quiet. That was all he could do for her, now. 

Seeing that he had not goaded Richard into an appeal, the soldier 
laughed again and threw a kiss toward Kahlan. “Be with you shortly, 
love—soon as I’m done divorcing you from your worthless husband, 
here.” 

He was a monster, shortly to be headed for the woman Richard 
loved, toward a defenseless, terrified woman who was only beginning 
to suffer at the hands of these brutes. 

Monster. 

Could this be what Shota had meant? 

The witch woman had once said that if Richard and Kahlan ever 
married and lay together, she would conceive a monster. They had 
always assumed that Shota had meant that if they conceived a child, 
then their child would be a monster because that child would have 
Richard’s gift and Kahlan’s Confessor power. 

But maybe that was not at all the real meaning behind Shota’s 
foretelling. 

After all, nothing Shota warned them about ever turned out the way 
she had made it seem, even the way she herself believed. Shota’s 
warnings and predictions always seemed to come about in a 
completely unforeseen manner, in a way that they had never even 
imagined, but at the same time Shota’s predictions had always turned 


out to be true. 

Was this what Shota’s prediction had really meant? Was this the 
complex set of events finally reaching the climax of her prophecy? 
Shota had warned them emphatically not to marry or Kahlan would 
bear a monster child. They had married. Could this be how Shota’s 
prophecy unfolded? Could this have all along been the real meaning 
behind her warning? Were these monsters to sire a monster? 

Richard was choking on his tears. His death would not be the worst 
of it. Kahlan would suffer the worst of it, suffer a living death at the 
hands of those brutes, mother their monster. 

“Richard, you know I love you! That’s all that matters, Richard— 
that I love you!” 

“Kahlan, I love you, too!” 

He couldn’t think of anything more to say—anything more 
meaningful. He guessed that there was nothing more meaningful, 
nothing more important to him. Those simple words spoke a whole 
life’s worth of meaning, a whole universe of meaning. 

“I know, my love,” she said with a brief spark of a smile that flashed 
for an instant in her beautiful eyes. “I know.” 

Richard saw a blade sweep around before his face. He instinctively 
backed away. The man straddling his legs was ready and jammed a 
knee between Richard’s shoulder blades, stopping him from falling 
back, then pulled his head up by his hair. 

Kahlan, seeing what was happening, screamed again, flailing at the 
men holding her. “Don’t pay any attention to them, Richard! Just look 
at me! Richard! Look at me! Think about me! Think of how much I 
love you!” 

Richard knew what she was doing. 

“Remember the day we were married? I remember it now, Richard. 
I remember it always.” 

She was trying to give him the last gift of a pleasant, loving 
thought. 

“I remember the day you asked me to be your wife. I love you, 
Richard. Remember our wedding? Remember the spirit house?” 

She was also trying to distract him, to keep him from thinking about 
what was happening. Instead, it only reminded him of Shota’s warning 
that if he married her she would conceive a monster. 

“Touching,” the soldier behind him said. “It’s the passionate ones 
like her who are good in the sack, don’t you think?” 

Richard wanted to rip the man’s head off, but he said nothing. The 
man wanted him to say something, to beg, to protest, to wail in 
agony. As a last act of defiance against such men, Richard denied him 
the satisfaction. 


Kahlan cried out her love, and that she wanted him to remember 
the first time she had kissed him. 

Despite everything, that made him smile. 

At the moment, she didn’t care what was going to happen to her, 
she just wanted to distract him, to ease the pain and terror of his last 
moments of life. 

His last moments. 

It was all ending. It was all over. There was no more. 

Life was over. His time with the woman he loved was over. There 
would be no more. 

The world was ending. 

“Richard! Richard! I love you so much! Look at me, Richard! I love 
you! Look at me! That’s right, look at me! You're the only one I ever 
loved! Only you, Richard! Only you! That’s all that matters—that I 
love you. Do you love me? Tell me, please, Richard. Tell me. Tell me 
now.” 

He felt the blade catch on the thin veneer of flesh covering his 
throat. 

“I love you, Kahlan. You alone. Always.” 

“Touching,” the soldier growled in his ear as he held the blade 
against Richard’s throat. “While you’re down in the pit, bleeding out, 
rll have my hands all over her. I’m going to rape your pretty little 
wife. You’ll be dead by then, but before you die, I want you to know 
exactly what I’m going to do to her, and that there’s nothing you can 
do to stop it, because it’s the Creator’s will being done. 

“You should have long ago bowed to the ways of the Order, but 
instead you’ve fought to keep to your sinful ways, your selfish ways, 
and turned away from everything right and just. For your crimes 
against your fellow man you will not only die, but you will suffer for 
all eternity at the hands of the Keeper of the underworld. Suffer 
greatly. 

“As you go to the dark afterlife, I want you to go there knowing that 
if your precious Kahlan lives, it will only be as a whore for us. If she 
lives long enough, and she has a boy child, he will grow up to be a 
great soldier of the Order, and to hate your kind. We’ll see to it that 
he comes here someday to spit on your grave, to spit on you and those 
like you who would have raised him in your wicked ways, raised him 
to turn away from serving his fellow man and the Creator. 

“You think on that as your spirit is being sucked down into 
darkness. As your body grows cold, I’ll be with the nice warm body of 
your love, giving it to her good. I want to make sure you know that 
before you die.” 

Richard was already dead inside. It was over, life and the world 


were ended. So much lost. Everything lost. For nothing but a mindless 
hatred of every value, of life itself, by those who chose instead to 
embrace the emptiness of death. 

“T love you now and always, with all my heart,” he said in a hoarse 
voice. “You’ve made my life a joy.” 

He saw Kahlan nodding that she’d heard him, and her lips mouthing 
her love for him. 

She was so beautiful. 

More than anything, he hated to see her inconsolable grief. 

They stared into one another’s eyes, frozen in that instant that 
would be the last instant that the world existed. 

Richard gasped in a cry of terror, anguish, and sudden sharp pain as 
he felt the blade bite flesh, felt it slice mortally deep into his throat. 

It was the end of everything. 


Chapter 18 

“Stop it,” Nicci growled. 

Richard blinked. His mind reeled in confusion. Nicci had Shota’s 
wrist in an iron grip, holding her hand away from him. But Shota still 
had an arm around his waist. 

“I don’t know what you’re doing,” Nicci said in a tone so dangerous 
he thought that surely Shota would shrink back in fear, “but you will 
stop it.” 

Shota did not shrink back, nor did she look the least bit fearful. “I 
am doing what needs to be done.” 

Nicci was having none of it. “Back away from him, or I will kill you 
where you stand.” 

Cara, Agiel in hand and looking even more displeased than Nicci, 
stood close on the other side of the witch woman, blocking her in. 
Before Shota could return the threat in kind, Richard collapsed heavily 
to the marble bench surrounding the fountain. 

He was panting, gasping, and in a state of ragged terror. In his 
mind’s eye he could still see Kahlan in the hands of those thugs, still 
feel the sharp blade slicing deep into him. His fingers lightly brushed 
across his throat, but there was no gaping wound, no blood. He 
desperately didn’t want to let go of the sight of Kahlan, but at the 
same time it was so horrifying a glimpse of her hopeless dread that he 
wanted nothing so much as to forever wipe it from his mind. 

He wasn’t completely sure where he was. He wasn’t sure exactly 
what was happening. It wasn’t at all clear to him what was real and 
what wasn’t. 

He wondered if he was on the cusp of death and this was some 
confusing death-dream before all his lifeblood drained out of him, 
some final delusion to torture his mind as he passed from existence. 
He groped, trying to feel for other bodies there with him in the pit. 

While Cara stood protectively before him, shielding him from the 
witch woman, Nicci immediately abandoned her altercation with 
Shota to sit beside him. She circled an arm around his shoulders. 

“Richard, are you all right?” she leaned down, looking into his eyes. 
“You look like you’ve seen the walking dead.” 

Ignoring Cara, Shota folded her arms as she stood over them, 
watching Richard. 

In his mind, the sound of Kahlan’s screams still echoed, the sight of 
her as she cried out his name still tore at his heart. It had been so long 
since he had seen her. To see her again so suddenly, and like that, was 
devastating. 

“Richard, it’s all right,” Nicci said. “You’re right here, with me, with 
all of us.” 


Richard pressed a hand to his forehead. “How long was I gone?” 

Nicci’s brow twitched. “Gone?” 

“T think Shota did something. How long was she... doing whatever 
she did?” 

“I didn’t let her do anything—I stopped her before she could begin. 
The instant she touched you under your chin I stopped her. She didn’t 
have enough time to do anything.” 

Richard could still see Kahlan in his mind’s eye, still see her 
screaming for him as the grimy hands of Imperial Order soldiers held 
her back. 

He ran his trembling fingers back through his hair. “She had enough 
time.” 

“Pm so sorry,” Nicci whispered. “I thought I stopped her soon 
enough.” 

He didn’t think he could go on. He didn’t think he could summon 
the strength to draw another breath. He didn’t think that he would 
ever again be able to do anything but abandon himself to despair. 

He could not hold back his anguish, his pain, his tears. 

Nicci drew his face against her shoulder, wordlessly sheltering him 
in the refuge of her embrace. 

It all seemed so futile. It was all ending. It was all over. He’d always 
said that they didn’t have a chance to defeat Jagang’s army. The Order 
was too powerful. They were going to win the war. There was nothing 
Richard could do about it, nothing left to live for but waiting for the 
horror of death to catch them all. 

Shota stepped up on the side of him, beside where he sat on the 
short marble wall, opposite Nicci, and started to lay a hand on his 
shoulder. Cara snatched the witch woman’s wrist, stopping her. 

“Pm sorry to have to do that, Richard,” Shota said, ignoring the 
Mord-Sith, “but you need to see, to understand, to—” 

“Shut up,” Nicci said, “and keep your hands off him. Don’t you 
think you’ve brought him enough pain? Does everything you do have 
to be injurious? Can’t you ever help him without trying to hurt him or 
cause him trouble at the same time?” 

As Shota withdrew her hand, Nicci cupped hers to his face and with 
a thumb wiped a tear from his cheek. “Richard...” 

He nodded at her tender concern, unable to summon his voice. He 
could still see Kahlan crying out for him as she tried to fight off the 
hands of those men. As long as he lived he would be haunted by that 
sight. At that moment he wanted more than anything to spare her the 
pain of seeing him executed and of her being in the cruel clutches of 
the Order. He wanted to go back, to do something, to save her from 
such inhuman abuse. He couldn’t bear her world ending as she saw 


him murdered like that. 

But it wasn’t real. He couldn’t have been there like that. Such a 
thing was impossible. He could only have imagined it. 

Relief began to seep into him. 

It wasn’t real. It wasn’t. Kahlan wasn’t in the hands of the Order. 
She wasn’t seeing him being executed. It was just a cruel trick by the 
witch woman. Just another of her illusions. 

Except it had been real for all those people in Galea as well as 
untold other places where the Order had been. Even if it hadn’t been 
real for Richard, it had been all too real for them. That was what it 
had been like. 

Their worlds had ended in just that manner. He knew exactly what 
they had suffered. He knew exactly what it felt like. 

How many countless, unknown, unnamed, good people had lost 
their chance at life in just that way, all for the otherworldly ambitions 
of those from the Old World? 

A new dread suddenly overwhelmed him. He had the gift. He was a 
war wizard. For most of those with the gift, it manifested itself in one 
specific area. But being a war wizard meant that he had elements of 
all the various aspects of the gift, and one aspect of magic was 
prophecy. What if what he had seen was really a prophecy? What if 
that was what was to happen? What if what he had seen was really a 
vision of the future? 

But he didn’t believe that the future was fixed. While some things, 
such as death, were inevitable, that didn’t mean that everything was 
fixed or that one couldn’t work toward worthy goals in life, couldn’t 
avert disasters, couldn’t alter the course of events. If it was a 
prophecy, it only meant that he had seen what was possible. It didn’t 
mean that he couldn’t try to stop it from happening. 

After all, Shota’s prophecies never seemed to come out the way she 
presented them. And anyway, what he had seen, what he had just 
experienced, was most likely Shota’s doing. 

Richard squeezed Nicci’s hand in silent appreciation. Her other 
hand on his shoulder returned the squeeze. Her concern melted a little 
under the warmth of a small smile of relief at seeing him recovering 
his wits. 

Richard rose up before Shota in a way that by all rights should have 
made her take a step back. She stood her ground. 

“How dare you do that to me? How dare you send me to that 
place?” 

“I did not send you anywhere, Richard. Your own mind took you 
where it would. I did nothing but release the thoughts you had 
suppressed. I spared you what would have otherwise come out in 


nightmares.” 

“I don’t remember my dreams.” 

Shota nodded as she studied his eyes. “This one you would have 
remembered. It would have been far worse than what you have just 
suffered. It is better to face such visions when you can confront them 
for what they are, and grasp what truth they contain.” 

Richard could feel the blood heating his face. “Is that what you 
meant, before, when you said that if I married Kahlan she would bear 
a monster? Is that the real meaning hidden in your convoluted 
prophecy?” 

Shota showed no emotion. “It means what it means.” 

Richard could still hear the words of the Imperial Order soldier 
telling him what he was going to do to Kahlan, telling him how she 
was going to be treated, telling him how she would give birth to 
children who would grow up to spit on the graves of those who had 
wanted to live their own lives for themselves, those who believed in 
everything he held dear. 

Richard abruptly lunged for Shota and in an instant had her by the 
throat. The collision and his fierce determination to take her down 
carried them both over the short wall and into the fountain. With 
Richard on top, grappling her, their momentum drove them both 
under the water. 

Richard hauled her up by her throat. “Is that what you meant!” 

Water streamed from her face. She coughed it out. 

He shook her. “Is that what you meant!” 

Richard blinked. He was standing. He was dry. Shota stood before 
him. She was dry. His hands were still at his sides. 

“Get a hold of yourself, Richard.” Shota arched an eyebrow. “You 
are still partly in your dreams.” 

Richard looked around. It was true. He wasn’t wet and neither was 
Shota. Not one wavy auburn hair on her head was out of place. Nicci’s 
brow twitched when he glanced over at her. She looked puzzled by 
what could be the cause of his confusion. It must be true; he was still 
dreaming. It really was just a dream, just like his execution, just like 
seeing Kahlan. He’d only imagined that he had Shota by the throat. 

But he wanted to. 

“Was that what you meant when you said that Kahlan would bear a 
monster child?” Richard asked, a little more quietly, but with no less 
menace. 

“T don’t know who this Kahlan is.” 

Richard’s jaw flexed as he gritted his teeth, thinking of having her 
by the throat for real. “Answer the question! Is it?” 

Shota lifted a cautionary finger. “Believe me, Richard, you really 


don’t want a witch angry with you.” 

“And you don’t want me angry with you, so answer me. Is that what 
you meant?” 

She smoothed the sleeves of her dress as she chose her words 
carefully. “In the first place, I have revealed to you at different times, 
in the various things that I’ve told you, what I see of the flow of 
events in time. I don’t remember this woman, Kahlan, nor do I 
remember anything having to do with her. So, I don’t know what 
event or prediction you are talking about, as I don’t remember it 
either.” 

Shota’s face took on the kind of darkly dangerous look that 
reminded him that he was talking to a witch woman whose very name 
inspired terrified trembling among most of the people of the Midlands. 
“But you are venturing into serious matters of grave peril in that flow 
of events forward in time.” Her brow drew down in displeasure. 
“What, precisely, do you mean about a... monster child?” 

Richard turned to gaze into the still waters of the fountain as he 
thought about the terrible things he’d seen. He couldn’t bear to say it 
aloud. Couldn’t bear to say it in front of others, to even suggest aloud 
that Shota had once made a prediction that he feared might actually 
mean that Kahlan would conceive a child fathered by the monsters of 
the Imperial Order. It felt to him as if saying it out loud might 
somehow make it true. It was so painful an idea that he pushed the 
whole notion aside, and decided instead to ask another question. 

He turned back to her. “What does it mean that I couldn’t call my 
gift through anger?” 

Shota sighed heavily. “Richard, you must understand something. I 
did not give you a vision. I did nothing more than help you to release 
hidden thoughts that were your own. I did not give you a dream of my 
making, nor did I plant any ideas in your mind. I merely made you 
aware of your own intellection. I can’t tell you anything about what 
you saw because I don’t know what you saw.” 

“Then why would you—” 

“T only know that you are the one who must stop the Order. I 
helped you bring your own suppressed thoughts to the surface in 
order to help you to better understand.” 

“Understand what?” 

“What you must understand. I no more know what that is than I 
know what you saw within your own mind that so upset you. You 
might say that I am merely the messenger. I have not read the 
message.” 

“But you made me see things that—” 

“No, I did not. I opened the curtain for you, Richard. I did not make 


the rain you saw out of that window. You are trying to blame me for 
the rain, instead of appreciating the fact that I did nothing but open 
the curtain so that you could see it with your own eyes.” 

Richard glanced over at Nicci. She said nothing. He looked up the 
steps at his grandfather standing with his hands loosely clasped, 
silently watching. Zedd had always taught him to deal with the reality 
of the way the world was, taught him not to rail at what some 
believed was the invisible hand of fate controlling and conjuring 
events. Was he doing that to Shota? Was he trying to blame her for 
revealing things that he hadn’t seen, or hadn’t been willing to see? 

“Tm sorry, Shota,” he said in a quieter voice. “You’re right. You did 
indeed show me the rain. I don’t have a clue as to what to do about it, 
but I saw it. I shouldn’t blame you for what others are doing. I’m 
sorry.” 

Shota smiled in a small way. “That is part of the reason why you are 
the one, Richard—the only one who can stop the madness. You are 
willing to see the truth. That is why I brought Jebra with such terrible 
accounts of what is happening at the hands of the Order. You need to 
know the truth of it.” 

Richard nodded, only feeling worse, feeling even more despairing 
over not having any idea of how to do what she thought he could. 

He met Shota’s unflinching gaze. “You’ve made a great effort to 
bring Jebra here. You’ve come a very long way. Your future, your very 
life, depends on this no less than does my life or the lives of all free 
people, all those with the gift. If the Order wins we all die, including 
you. 

“Isn’t there anything you can tell me that will help me to do 
something to stop this madness? I could use any help you can give me. 
Isn’t there anything you can tell me?” 

She stared at him a moment before speaking, stared as if her mind 
were in other places. “Whenever I bring you information,” she said at 
last, “it angers you—as if I were the one creating what is, rather than 
merely reporting it.” 

“We're all facing slavery, torture, and death, and you’re suddenly 
miffed about getting your feelings hurt?” 

In spite of herself, Shota smiled at his characterization. “You think 
that I simply pluck revelations out of the air, as if I were picking a 
pear.” 

The smile faded as her gaze focused off into the distance. “You 
could not begin to understand the personal cost of bringing forth such 
shrouded knowledge. I do not wish to undertake such a formidable 
task if that dearly gained knowledge is going to do nothing but feed a 
grudge.” 


Richard shoved his hands in his back pockets. “All right, I get your 
point. If youre going to make such an effort, you expect me to 
consider it earnestly. We all have everything at stake, Shota. I’d value 
whatever you can tell me.” 

While Richard did honestly believe that Shota was telling him what 
she saw of the flow of events in time, he didn’t believe that the 
meaning of such tellings was necessarily straightforward or what 
Shota believed they meant. Still, she had always offered him 
information that in some way had been central to the issues at hand— 
Chainfire being only the latest. While her revelation of the word 
Chainfire had been without an explanation that would help him, that 
clue alone had sustained his effort to find the answer to what had 
happened to Kahlan. Without that single word he would never have 
recognized that particular book as the one holding the key to 
discovering the truth. 

Shota took a deep breath, finally letting it out in resignation. She 
leaned toward him the slightest bit, as if to emphasize how serious she 
was. 

“Tt is for your ears alone.” 


Chapter 19 


Richard glanced at Cara and Nicci. By their expressions there was 
no doubt in his mind as to what they thought of the very idea of 
leaving him without their protection. While he knew they were 
convinced of the necessity of their being close at hand, he didn’t really 
believe that he would be any safer for their watchful guard a step 
away rather than a few dozen—after all, Shota had just demonstrated 
as much. It was obvious, though, that they didn’t share such a view. 

Richard thought that maybe he could find a solution that would 
satisfy everyone. “They’re on the same side. What difference—” 

“The difference is that it is my wish.” Shota turned to the fountain, 
turning her back on him, and folded her arms. “If you want to hear 
what I have to say, then you will honor my wishes.” 

Richard didn’t know if she was merely being obstinate or not, but 
he did know that this was not the time to test the point. If he was 
going to get any help from Shota he needed to show her his trust. 
Likewise, Nicci and Cara were just going to have to trust him. 

He gestured toward the steps. “Please, both of you, go up there with 
Zedd and wait.” 

Nicci clearly didn’t like the idea any more than did Cara, but she 
recognized by the look he gave her that he needed her to do as he 
asked. She shot the back of Shota’s head a hot glare. “If for any reason 
I believe you are about to harm him, I will reduce you to a charred 
cinder before you have a chance to act.” 

“Why would I harm him?” Shota looked back over her shoulder. 
“Richard is the only one who has a chance to stop the Order.” 

“Exactly.” 

Richard watched as Nicci and Cara wordlessly turned and ascended 
the steps. He had expected more of an argument from Cara, but was 
glad not to have it. 

He shared a long look with his grandfather. Zedd seemed to be 
uncharacteristically quiet. For that matter, so did Nathan and Ann. All 
three watched him as if studying a curiosity found under a rock. Zedd 
gave Richard a slight nod, urging him to go on, to do what needed 
doing. 

Richard heard the fountain behind him abruptly start to flow again. 
When he turned back he saw the waters shooting up into the air at the 
pinnacle, falling back, and streaming from the points of the bowls to 
dance at last in the lower pool. 

Shota sat on the short marble wall surrounding the pool, her back to 
him as she leisurely trailed the fingers of one hand through the water. 
Something about her body language made the hair at the back of 
Richard’s neck stand on end. 


When she turned to look back over her shoulder, Richard found 
himself looking into the face of his mother. 

His muscles locked stiff. 

“Richard.” Her sad smile showed how much she loved and missed 
him. She didn’t look to have aged a day from his last boyhood 
memory of her. 

As Richard stood frozen in place she rose fluidly before him. 

“Oh, Richard,” she said in voice as clear and liquid as the waters of 
the fountain, “how I’ve missed you.” She slipped one arm around his 
waist as she ran the fingers of her other hand tenderly through his 
hair. She gazed longingly into his eyes. “How I’ve missed you so very 
much.” 

Richard immediately choked off his emotions. He knew better than 
to be lulled into believing it was really his mother. 

The first time he’d met Shota she had appeared to him as his 
mother, who had died in a fire when Richard had been but a boy. At 
the time, Richard had wanted to take Shota’s head off with his sword 
for what he interpreted as a cruel ruse. Shota had read the thought 
and reproached him for it, saying that appearing as she had was an 
innocent gift of a living memory of his love for his mother and her 
undying love for him. Shota had said that the kindness had been at a 
cost to herself that he would never be able to understand or 
appreciate. 

Richard didn’t think that this time she was giving him a gift. He 
didn’t know what she was doing, or why, but he decided to confront it 
calmly and without jumping to conclusions. 

“Shota, I thank you for the beautiful memory, but why is it 
necessary to appear as my mother?” 

Shota’s brow, in the likeness of his mother’s, wrinkled in thought. 
“Do you know the name... Baraccus?” 

The hairs at the back of Richard’s neck, that had only just begun to 
settle, again stiffened. He gently placed his hands on her waist and 
with great care backed her away. 

“There was a man named Baraccus who was First Wizard back in 
the time of the great war.” With one finger, Richard lifted the amulet 
hanging at his chest. “This was his.” 

His mother nodded. “He is the one. He was a great war wizard.” 

“That’s right.” 

“Like you.” 

Richard felt himself blush at the idea of his mother calling him 
“great,” even if it was Shota in her guise. 

“He knew how to use his ability; I don’t.” 

His mother nodded again, a slight smile curling the corners of her 


mouth just as he remembered. His mother had smiled that way when 
she’d been proud that he had grasped the point of a particularly 
difficult lesson. He wondered if Shota meant that memory to have 
meaning. 

“Do you know what happened to him, to Baraccus?” 

Richard took a settling breath. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. There 
was trouble with the Temple of the Winds. The Temple and its 
invaluable contents had been sent to the safety of another world.” 

“The underworld,” she amended. 

“Yes. Baraccus went there to try to fix the trouble.” His mother 
smiled as she again ran her fingers through his hair. “Just as you did.” 

“I suppose.” 

When she finally finished fussing with his hair, her beautiful eyes 
turned down, her gaze settling again on his. “He went there for you.” 

“For me?” Richard looked at her askance. “What are you talking 
about?” 

“Subtractive Magic had been locked away in the Temple, in the 
underworld, withdrawn from the world of life so that no wizard would 
again be born with it.” 

Richard didn’t know if she was merely repeating what he had 
learned or if she was giving him what she believed to be the facts. 
“From the accounts of the time that I’ve studied, that’s what I’ve come 
to suspect. As a consequence, people were no longer born with the 
Subtractive side of the gift.” 

She watched him with a kind of calm seriousness that he found 
disturbing in the extreme. “But you were,” she finally said in a way 
that carried great meaning concealed in simplicity. 

Richard blinked. “Are you saying that he did something while he 
was at the Temple of the Winds so that someone would again be born 
with Subtractive Magic?” 

“By ‘someone,’ I presume that you mean... you?” She arched an 
eyebrow as if to underscore the sobriety of the question. 

“What are you suggesting?” 

“None has been born with Subtractive Magic and more, born a war 
wizard, since then, since the Temple was sent from this world.” 

“Look, I don’t know for sure if that’s true but even if it is that 
doesn’t mean—” 

“Do you know what war wizard Baraccus did upon his return from 
the Temple of the Winds?” 

Richard was taken aback by the question, wondering what 
relevance it could have. “Well, yes. When he returned from the 
Temple of the Winds... he committed suicide.” Richard gestured 
weakly to the vast complex above them. “He threw himself off the 


side of the Wizard’s Keep, off the outer wall overlooking the valley 
and the city of Aydindril below.” 

His mother nodded sorrowfully. “Overlooking the place where the 
Confessors’ Palace would eventually be built.” 

“I suppose so.” 

“But first, before he threw himself off that wall, he left something 
for you.” 

Richard stared down at her, not completely sure that he’d heard her 
correctly. “For me? Are you sure?” 

His mother nodded. “The account you read was not privy to 
everything. You see, when he returned from the Temple of the Winds, 
before he threw himself from the side of the Keep, he gave his wife a 
book and sent her with it to his library.” 

“His library?” 

“Baraccus had a secret library.” 

Richard felt like was was tiptoeing across fresh ice. “I didn’t even 
know he had a wife.” 

“But Richard, you know her.” His mother smiled in a way that made 
the already stiff hair at the back of his neck stand out even more. 

Richard could hardly breathe. “I know her? How is that possible?” 

“Well,” his mother said with a one-shouldered shrug, “you know of 
her. Do you know the wizard who created the first Confessor?” 

“Yes,” Richard said, confused by her change of subject. “His name 
was Merritt. The first Confessor was a woman named Magda Seams. 
There is a painting of them across the ceiling down in the Confessors’ 
Palace.” 

His mother nodded in a way that made his stomach knot. “That’s 
the woman.” 

“What woman?” 

“Baraccus’s wife.” 

“No...” Richard said as he touched his fingers to his forehead, trying 
to think it through. “No, she was the wife of Merritt, the wizard who 
had made her into a Confessor, not Baraccus.” 

“That was later,” his mother said with a dismissive gesture. “Her 
first husband was Baraccus.” 

“Are you sure?” 

She nodded firmly. “When Baraccus returned from the Temple of 
the Winds, Magda Searus was waiting for him, where he had asked 
her to wait, in the First Wizard’s enclave. For days she had waited, 
fearful that he would never return to her. To her great relief he finally 
did. He kissed her, told her of his undying love, and then, in 
confidence, and after securing her oath of eternal silence, he sent her 
with a book to his hidden, private, secret library. 


“After she had gone he left his outfit—the one you now wear, 
including those leather-padded silver wristbands, the cape that looks 
as if it has been spun from gold, and that amulet—in the First 
Wizard’s enclave, left them for the wizard he had just insured would 
be born into the world of life... left them for you, Richard.” 

“For me? Are you sure that they were really meant for me, 
specifically?” 

“Why do you think that there as so many prophecies that speak of 
you, that wait for you, that name you—’the one born true,’ ‘the pebble 
in the pond,’ ‘the bringer of death,’ ‘the Caharin’? Why do you think 
those prophecies that revolve around you came about? Why do you 
think that you have been able to understand some of them when no 
one else for centuries, for millennia, has been able to decipher them? 
Why do you think that you have fulfilled others?” 

“But that doesn’t mean that it was explicitly meant to be me.” 

With an indifferent gesture, his mother declined to either support or 
deny his assertion. “Who is to say what came first, the Subtractive side 
finally finding a child to be born in, or it finally finding the specific 
child it was meant to be born in. Prophecy needs a kernel to spark its 
growth. Something must be there to engender what will be, even if it 
is merely the color of your eyes that has been passed down to you. 
Something must make it come about. In this case, is it chance or 
intent?” 

“T would like to think a chance series of events.” 

“If it pleases you. But at this point, Richard, does it really matter? 
You are the one born with the ability that Baraccus released from its 
confinement in another world. You are the one he intended to be 
born, either by chance or specific intent. In the end, the only thing 
that matters is what is: you are the one born with that ability.” 

Richard supposed that she was right; exactly how it came to be 
didn’t change what was. 

His mother sighed as she went on with the story. “Anyway, it was 
only then, after he had made his preparations for what he had insured 
would come about, that Baraccus emerged from his enclave and 
leaped to his death. Those who wrote the accounts did not know that 
he had already been back long enough to send his wife on an urgent 
covert mission. She returned to discover that he was dead.” 

Richard’s head spun. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He 
felt dizzy from the unexpected account of ancient events. He knew, 
though, from having been to the Temple of the Winds, that such 
things were possible. He had given up the knowledge that he had 
gained there as the price of returning to the world of life. Even though 
he’d lost that knowledge, he was left with a sense of how profound it 
had been. The one who had demanded the price of leaving behind 


what he had learned in exchange for his return to Kahlan had been the 
spirit of Darken Rahl, his real father. 

“In her grief, Magda Searus volunteered herself to be the subject of 
a dangerous experiment that Merritt had come up with, volunteered to 
become a Confessor. She knew there was a good chance that she 
would not live through the unknown hazards of that conjuring, but in 
her grief, with her beloved husband, the First Wizard, dead, her world 
had ended. She didn’t think that there was anything for her to live for, 
other than finding out who was responsible for the fateful events that 
had resulted in her husband’s death, so she volunteered for what 
everyone expected might very well be a fatal experiment. 

“Yet she survived. It was only much later that she began to fall in 
love with Merritt, and he with her. Her world came back to life with 
him. The accounts of that time are in spots blurred, with pieces 
missing or misplaced in the chronology of events, but the truth is that 
Merritt was her second husband.” 

Richard had to sit down on the marble bench. It was almost too 
much to take in. The implications were staggering. He had trouble 
reconciling the coincidences: that he had been the first in thousands of 
years to be born with Subtractive Magic, that Baraccus had been the 
last one to go to the Temple of the Winds until Richard himself, that 
Baraccus had been married to a woman who became the first 
Confessor, that Richard had fallen in love with and married a 
Confessor—the Mother Confessor herself, Kahlan. 

“When Magda Searus used her newborn Confessor power on 
Lothain, they discovered what he had done at the Temple of the 
Winds, what only Baraccus had known.” 

Richard looked up. “What did he do?” 

His mother gazed into his eyes as if she were looking into his soul. 
“Lothain betrayed them when he was at the Temple by seeing to it 
that a very specific magic that had been locked away there would at 
some future point be released into the world of life. Emperor Jagang 
was born with the power that Lothain allowed to seep out of the 
safety of its confinement in another world. That magic was the power 
of a dream walker.” 

“But why would Lothain, the head prosecutor, do such a thing? 
After all, he had seen to it that the Temple team was executed for the 
damage they had done.” 

“Lothain had probably come to believe, as did the enemy in the Old 
World, that magic should be eliminated from the race of man. I guess 
his zealotry found a new fixation: he imagined himself as savior of 
mankind. To that end he insured the return of a dream walker to the 
world of life, to purge the world of magic. 

“For some reason, Baraccus was unable to seal the breach created 


by Lothain, unable to undo the treason. He did the next best thing. He 
saw to it that there would be a balance, a counter, to the damage 
done, someone to fight against those forces bent on destroying those 
with the gift, someone with the required ability. 

“That would be you, Richard. Baraccus saw to it that you would be 
born to counter what had been done by Lothain. That is why you, 
Richard Rahl, are the only one who can stop the Order.” 

Richard thought he might be sick. It all made him feel as if he were 
but a cosmic pawn being used for a hidden purposes, a dupe doing 
nothing more than playing out the plan for his life contrived by 
others, performing his predetermined part in a battle across the sweep 
of millennia. 

As if reading his mind, Shota, still looking and sounding for all the 
world like his mother, laid a compassionate hand on his shoulder. 
“Baraccus saw to it that there was a balance to counter this damage. 
He did not preordain how that balance would function or how it 
would act. He did not take your free will out of the equation, 
Richard.” 

“You think not? It seems to me that I’m merely the final piece of 
this game being put into play at long last. I don’t see my free will, my 
own life, my choice, in any of it. It would seem others have 
determined my path.” 

“T don’t think that is true, Richard. You might say that what they 
have done is not unlike training a soldier to fight. That training 
creates the possibility of accomplishing the goal of winning the battle 
should a battle come to pass. It doesn’t mean that when the battle 
does comes the soldier won’t run away, that he will instead stand and 
fight, or even that if he does fight to the best of his ability and 
training that he will win. Baraccus saw to it that you have the 
potential, Richard, the armor, the weapons, the ability, to fight for 
your own life and your own world should the need arise, nothing 
more. He was just giving you a helping hand.” 

A helping hand sent across the gulf of time. Richard felt drained and 
confused. He almost felt as if he no longer knew himself, knew who he 
really was, or how much of his own life was of his own making. 

It felt to him as if Baraccus had suddenly materialized out of the 
dust of ancient bones, a phantom come to haunt Richard’s life. 


Chapter 20 

There was one thing that still nagged at him, one other bit that still 
didn’t make sense. How could the head prosecutor, Lothain, turn on 
his beliefs, turn on everyone in the New World? It struck Richard as 
too convenient an explanation that he fell under the power, the allure, 
of the beliefs of the Old World. 

And then it came to him—realization welling up through him in a 
rush with the power of floodwaters. The substance of it nearly took his 
breath. Something about the ancient accounts had always bothered 
him. Shota had stirred his memory of the things that had happened 
and in so doing all the existing pieces suddenly fell into place. Now he 
understood what was wrong with the story, what had always bothered 
him about it. Once he understood, he didn’t know why he hadn’t 
realized it long before. 

“Lothain was a zealous prosecutor,” Richard said, half to himself. It 
all came out in a rush as he spoke, his eyes wide and unblinking. “He 
didn’t find a new fixation for his zealotry. He didn’t turn on them. 

“He wasn’t a traitor. He was a spy. 

“He had always been a spy. He was like a mole, tunneling ever 
closer to his objective. Over a long period of time he worked himself 
into a position of power. He also had accomplices covertly working 
under him. 

“Lothain was a wizard who had become not just widely respected 
but powerful. With his political power he had access to the highest 
places. When the opportunity finally presented itself, an opportunity 
that he had helped engineer, he acted. He saw to it that his co- 
conspirators were assigned to the Temple team. Just like the Order 
today, Lothain and his men had a strong faith in their cause. They 
were the ones who corrupted the mission. It wasn’t a change of heart, 
a misguided act of conscience. It had been planned all along. It was 
deliberate. 

“They were all willing to sacrifice themselves, to die for what they 
believed was a higher cause. I don’t know how many of the team were 
actually spies, or if all of them were, but the fact is that enough were 
that they accomplished their goal. It could even be that they 
convinced the others to go along with them out of a confused sense of 
moral obligation. 

“Tt was inevitable, of course, that the other wizards at the Keep 
would soon enough realize that the Temple of the Winds project had 
been compromised. When they did, Lothain was only too ready to 
prosecute the entire Temple team, and saw to it that they were all 
executed. He didn’t want anyone left alive who could betray the 
extent of what they had actually done. 


“Lothain had intended all along for their precise actions to be kept 
secret so that successful countermeasures could not be undertaken. 
Those spies whom Lothain had assigned to the Temple team went to 
their graves willingly, taking their secrets with them. By prosecuting 
and sentencing the entire Temple team, Lothain was able to bury the 
entire conspiracy that he had devised. He eliminated everyone who 
had any knowledge of the true damage that had been done. He was 
confident in the knowledge that one day his cause would sweep aside 
all opposition and they would rule the world. When that happened, he 
would be the greatest hero of the war. 

“There was only one minor problem remaining. After the trial, those 
in charge insisted that someone must go to the Temple of the Winds to 
repair the damage. Lothain couldn’t allow anyone else to go, of 
course, because they would find out the true extent of the sabotage 
and might possibly be able to undo it, so he volunteered to go himself. 
That had been his plan all along—to follow up on the team himself, if 
need be, and cover up the truth. 

“Because he was the head prosecutor, everyone believed that he had 
the absolute conviction to set matters right. When Lothain finally 
reached the Temple of the Winds, he not only saw to it that the 
damage could not be repaired, he used the knowledge he gained there 
to make it worse, to make sure that no one would find and fix the 
breach. He then covered up what he had done, intending to make it 
appear as if all had been set right. 

“There was only one problem: the alterations he made, using the 
knowledge of the Temple itself, turned out to be enough to set off the 
Temple’s protective alarms. From the Temple, in that other world, 
Lothain was unaware of the red moons the Temple had awakened in 
this world, and when he returned he was caught. Even so, he didn’t 
care; he looked forward to dying, to gaining eternal glory in the 
afterlife for all that he had accomplished, just as Nicci explained about 
the way the people of the Old World think. 

“The wizards at the Keep needed to know the extent of the damage 
Lothain had caused. Even though he was tortured, Lothain did not 
reveal the extent of the plan. To discover the truth of what had 
happened, Magda Seams became a Confessor. But she was 
inexperienced at the task and still learning as she went. Even though 
she used her Confessor power, she didn’t realize, at the time, the 
importance of asking the right questions.” 

Richard looked up at the face of his mother. “Kahlan told me once 
that just getting a confession was easy. The hard part was 
understanding how to ask the right questions to get the truth. Merritt 
had only just devised the powers of a Confessor. No one yet 
understood the way those powers functioned. 


“Kahlan was trained her whole life to be able to do it properly, but 
back then, thousands of years ago, Magda Searus didn’t yet grasp how 
to ask all the right questions, in the right order. Even though she 
believed she had gotten Lothain to confess to what he had done, she 
failed to uncover the true extent of his treachery. He was a spy, and 
despite the use of the first Confessor, they failed to discover it. As a 
result, they never knew the full extent of the subversion carried out by 
Lothain’s men on the Temple team.” 

His mother studied him from under a brow set in concentration. 
“Are you sure of this, Richard?” 

He nodded. “It finally all makes sense to me. With what you’ve 
added to the story, all the pieces that I could never before fit in place 
now fit. Lothain was a spy and he went to his death never revealing 
who he really was, or that he had placed his own men on the Temple 
team. They all died without ever revealing the true extent of the 
damage they had done. No one, not even Baraccus, realized the full 
extent of it.” 

His mother sighed as she stared off. “That certainly explains some of 
the missing gaps in what came to me.” She looked back at him as if in 
a new light. “Very good, Richard. Very good indeed.” 

Richard wiped a hand across his weary eyes. He didn’t feel any 
great sense of pride in reaching down into the dark muck of history 
and pulling up such despicable deeds, deeds that were still slipping 
across time to haunt him. 

“You said that Baraccus left a book for me?” 

She nodded. “He sent it away with his wife for safekeeping. It was 
meant for you.” 

Richard sighed. “Are you sure?” 

“Yes.” His mother carefully folded her fingers together. “While still 
at the Temple of the Winds, Baraccus wrote the book with the aid of 
knowledge that he gathered there. No eyes but his have ever read it. 
No living person has so much as opened the cover since Baraccus 
finished writing it and closed the cover himself. It has, since that time, 
been lying untouched in his secret library.” 

The idea of such a thing gave Richard a chill. He had no idea where 
such a library could be, but even if he found the right library that 
would not tell him what he needed to know. He didn’t suppose that 
there was a chance, but he asked anyway. 

“Do you have any idea what this book is called? Or maybe what it’s 
about?” 

His mother nodded solemnly. “It is titled Secrets of a War Wizard’s 
Power? 

“Dear spirits,” Richard whispered as he looked up at her. 


Elbows on his knees, his face sank into his hands. He was so 
overwhelmed that he couldn’t seem to take it all in. The last man who 
had visited the Temple of the Winds, three thousand years before 
Richard had, had somehow, while there, seen to it that the Temple 
would release Subtractive Magic, which Richard had been born with, 
in part, so that he could get into the Temple of the Winds to stop a 
plague started by a dream walker who had been born because a 
wizard, Lothain, had been there first and seen to it that a dream 
walker would be born in order to rule the world and destroy magic. 
And further, that same man who had seen to it that Richard would be 
born with Subtractive Magic had left Richard a book of instruction on 
the very magic it seemed he had bestowed on Richard in order to 
defeat the dream walker. 

After Baraccus returned and committed suicide, the wizards had 
abandoned any further attempts to get into the Temple of the Winds 
to answer the call of the red moons, or for any other reason, as 
impossible. They were never able to get in to undo the damage the 
Temple team and then Lothain had done. Only Baraccus had been able 
to take action to counter the threat. 

Very possibly, Baraccus himself had insured that no one else could 
get into the Temple of the Winds, probably so that there would be no 
chance that any other spy could ruin what Baraccus had done to 
insure that there would be a balance to the threat, namely, Richard’s 
birth. 

Richard looked up. His mother was no longer there. In her place 
stood Shota, the loose points of her dress floating gently as if in a 
breeze. Richard was sad to see his mother gone but at the same time it 
was a relief since it was so disorienting to try to speak to Shota 
through the specter of his mother. 

“This library where Baraccus sent his wife with the book Secrets of a 
War Wizard’s Power, where is it?” 

Shota shook her head sadly. “I’m afraid that I don’t know. I don’t 
think that anyone but Baraccus and his wife, Magda Searus, knew.” 

Richard wore the war wizard outfit last worn by Baraccus, wore the 
amulet worn by Baraccus, carried the gift for Subtractive Magic very 
likely because of Baraccus. And Baraccus had left him what sounded 
like an instruction book on how to use the power he had seen to it 
that Richard had been born with. 

“There are so many libraries. Baraccus’s private library could be 
among any of them. Do you have idea at all which one it could be?” 

“T know only that it is not among any other library, as you suggest. 
The library Baraccus created was his alone. Every book there is his 
alone. He hid them well. They remain undiscovered to this day.” 

“And for some reason he saw fit not to leave those books in the 


safety of the First Wizard’s enclave?” 

“Safety? Not long ago, Sisters of the Dark, sent by Jagang, violated 
this place. They took books, among other things, to the emperor. 
Jagang hunts books because they contain knowledge that helps him in 
his struggle to rule the world for the Order. Had the book Baraccus 
wrote for you been left here at the Keep, it very well might now be in 
Jagang’s hands. Baraccus was wise not to leave such power here, 
where anyone could find it, where every First Wizard to come after 
him might have discovered it and tampered with it, or even destroyed 
it lest it fall into the wrong hands.” 

That was what had happened to The Book of Counted Shadows. Ann 
and Nathan, because of prophecy, had helped George Cypher bring it 
back to Westland with the intent that when he was old enough, 
Richard would memorize that book and then destroy it lest it fall into 
the wrong hands. It turned out that Darken Rahl would eventually 
need to get his hands on that book in order to open the boxes of 
Orden—the same boxes that were now in play because of Ann’s 
former Sisters, who now had Kahlan, the last Confessor, who, because 
of what was written in that book, had helped him defeat Darken Rahl. 

Richard lifted out the amulet he wore, which had once belonged to 
Baraccus. He stared at the symbols making up the dance with death. 
There was just too much for it all to be coincidence. 

He peered up at Shota. “Are you saying that Baraccus foresaw what 
would happen and put the book in a place of greater safety?” 

Shota shrugged. “I’m sorry, Richard, I don’t know. It may be that he 
was simply being cautious. Considering his reasons, and what is at 
stake, such caution certainly seems not only to have been warranted, 
but wise. 

“lve told you everything I can. You know all the pieces of the 
puzzle, of the history, that I’m unaware of. That doesn’t mean that this 
is all there is to it, but from other sources you also know additional 
parts of the history, so you now know more of the story than I do. For 
that matter, you probably now know more of it than any person alive 
since war wizard Baraccus was the First Wizard.” 

Out of all she had told him, nothing would do him any good unless 
he could find the book Baraccus had meant for him to have. Without 
that book, Richard’s war wizard powers were a mystery to him and 
next to useless. Without that book, it seemed that there was no hope 
of defeating the army that had come up from the Old World. The 
Order would rule the world and magic would be eradicated from the 
world of life, just as Lothain had planned. Without the book, 
Baraccus’s plan was a failure, and Jagang was going to win. 

Richard gazed up at the glassed roof a hundred feet overhead, 
which let in some of the somber, late-day light to balance the glow of 


the lamps down in the heart of the room. He wondered when the 
lamps had been lit. He didn’t recall it happening. 

“Shota, there could be no greater need for such knowledge. How am 
I supposed to succeed in stopping the Order if I can’t use my ability as 
a war wizard? Can’t you give me anything, any idea at all, of how to 
find this book? If I don’t find some answers, and soon, I’m dead. We 
all are.” 

She cupped his chin as she looked down into his eyes. “I hope you 
know, Richard, that if I knew how to get that book for you, I would do 
it. You know how much I want to stop the Imperial Order.” 

“Well, why do you get specific information. Where does it come 
from? Why is it that it comes to you at specific times, like now? Why 
not the first time I met you? Or when I was trying to get into the 
Temple of the Winds to stop the plague?” 

“I suppose that it comes from the same place you get answers or 
inspiration when you mull over a problem. Why do you come up with 
answers to problems when you do? I think about a situation and 
sometimes the answers come to me. Fundamentally, it’s no different, I 
suppose, than how anyone comes up with ideas. It’s just that my ideas 
are unique to a witch woman’s mind and they involve events in the 
flow of time. I suppose that it’s much the same as how you suddenly 
came to know the truth about what Lothain had done. How did that 
come to you? I suppose that it works much the same for me. 

“If I knew where the book Secrets of a War Wizard’s Power was, or 
had any idea of how to find it, I wouldn’t hesitate to tell you.” 

Richard heaved a sigh and stood. “I know, Shota. Thank you for all 
you’ve done. I’ll try to find a way for what you’ve told me to be of 
help.” 

Shota squeezed his shoulder. “I must go. I have a witch woman to 
find. At least, thanks to Nicci, I now know her name.” 

A thought struck him. “I wonder why she’s named Six?” 

Shota’s countenance darkened. “It’s a derogatory name. A witch 
woman sees many things in the flow of time, especially those things 
having to do with any daughters she might bear. For a witch woman, 
the seventh child is special. To name a child Six is to say that she falls 
short, that she is less than perfect. It’s an open insult, from birth, for 
what a witch woman foresees of her daughter’s character. It’s a 
pronouncement that her daughter is flawed. 

“Naming her Six probably earned the mother her own murder at the 
hands of that daughter.” 

“Then why would the mother so openly declare such a thing? Why 
not name the daughter something else and avoid the probability of her 
own murder.” 


Shota regarded him with a sad smile. “Because there are witch 
women who are believers in the truth, because truth will help others 
avoid danger. To such women, a lie would be the bud of much larger 
trouble that would grow from it. To us, truth is the only hope for the 
future. To us, the future is life.” 

“Well, it sounds like the name fits the trouble this one is causing.” 

Shota’s smile, sad though it had been, vanished. Her brow tightened 
with a dark look. She lifted a finger in warning. “Such a woman could 
easily conceal her name. This one, instead, reveals it the way a snake 
bares its fangs. You worry about everything else, and leave her to me. 
A witch woman is profoundly dangerous.” 

Richard smiled a little. “Like you?” 

Shota didn’t return the smile. “Like me.” 

Richard stood alone by the fountain as he watched Shota ascend the 
steps. Nicci, Cara, Zedd, Nathan, Ann, and Jebra were huddled off to 
the side, engaged in whispered conversation among themselves. They 
didn’t pay any heed to Shota as she passed, like an unseen apparition. 

Richard followed her up the steps. In the doorway, silhouetted by 
the light, Shota turned back, almost as if she had seen an apparition 
herself. She reached out and for a time rested a hand on the 
doorframe. 

“One other thing, Richard.” Shota studied his eyes for a moment. 
“When you were young, your mother died in a fire.” 

Richard nodded. “That’s right. A man got in a fight with George 
Cypher, the man who raised me, the man I thought at the time was 
my father. This man who started the fight with my father knocked a 
lamp off the table, setting the house on fire. My brother and I were 
asleep in the back bedroom at the time. While the man dragged my 
father outside and was beating him, my mother raced in and pulled 
my brother and me from the burning house.” 

Richard cleared his throat with the pain that still haunted him. He 
remembered the quick smile of her relief that they were safe, and the 
last quick kiss she had given him on his forehead. 

“After my mother was sure that we were safe, she ran back inside to 
save something—we never knew what. Her screams brought the man 
to his senses and he and my father tried to save her, but they 
couldn’t... it was too late. They were driven back by the heat of the 
flames and could do nothing for her. Filled with guilt and revulsion at 
what he had caused, the man ran off sobbing that he was sorry. 

“Tt was a terrible tragedy, especially because there was no one else 
in the house and nothing worth saving, nothing worth her life. My 
mother died for nothing.” 

Shota, standing silhouetted in the doorway, one hand resting 


against the doorframe, stared at him for what seemed an eternity. 
Richard waited silently. There was some kind of terrible significance 
evident in her posture, in her almond eyes. She finally spoke in a soft 
voice. 

“Your mother was not the only one to die in that fire.” 

Richard felt goose bumps race up his legs and arms. Everything he 
had known for nearly his whole life seemed to be vaporized in an 
instant by the lightning strike of those words. 

“What are you talking about? What do you mean?” 

Shota shook her head sadly. “I swear on my life, Richard, I don’t 
know anything else.” 

He stepped closer and grasped her arm, being careful not to grip it 
as hard as he easily could have under the sudden power of his burning 
need to understand why she would say such a thing. 

“What do you mean, you don’t know anything else? How can you 
say something so inconceivable and then just say that you don’t know 
anything else? How can you say something like that about the death 
of my mother—and then just not know any more. That doesn’t make 
sense. You must know something more.” 

Shota cupped a hand to the side of his face. “You did something for 
me the last time you came to Agaden Reach. You turned down my 
offer and said that I was worth more than to have someone against 
their will. You said that I deserved to have someone who would value 
me for who I am. 

“As angry as I was with you at that moment, it made me think. No 
one has ever turned me down before, and you did it for the right 
reasons—because you cared about me, cared that I have what will 
make my life worthwhile. You cared enough to risk my wrath. 

“When I assumed the likeness of your mother, that gift in some way 
influenced the flow of information coming to me. Because of that, just 
now as I was about to leave, that single thought came into my 
awareness: Your mother was not the only one to die in that fire. 

“Like all things that I glean from the flow of events in time, it came 
to me as a kind of intuitive vision. I don’t know what it means, and I 
don’t know any more about it. I swear, Richard, I don’t. 

“Under ordinary circumstances I would not have revealed that small 
bit of information because it is so charged with possibilities and 
questions, but these are hardly ordinary circumstances. I thought you 
should know what came to me. I thought you should know every 
scrap of everything I know. Not all of what I learn from the flow of 
time is useful—that’s why I don’t always reveal to people isolated 
things like this. In this instance, however, I thought you should know 
it in case it comes to mean something to you, in case it might come to 


help you somehow.” 

Richard felt numb and confused. He wasn’t sure that he believed it 
really meant what it sounded like it meant. 

“Could it mean that she wasn’t the only one to die because a part of 
us died with her that day? That our hearts would never be the same? 
Could it mean that she was not the only one to die in that fire in that 
sense?” 

“T don’t know, Richard, I really don’t, but it could be. It may in that 
way be insignificant as far as being something that would actually 
help you now. I don’t always know everything about what the flow of 
time reveals or if it is meaningful. It could be as you say and nothing 
more. 

“T can only be a help if I relay information accurately, and so that is 
what I did. That is the exact way it came to me and in that precise 
concept: Your mother was not the only one to die in that fire.” 

Richard felt a tear run down his cheek. “Shota, I feel so alone. You 
brought Jebra to tell me things that gave me nightmares. I don’t know 
what to do next. I don’t. So many people believe in me, depend on me. 
Isn’t there something you can tell me that will at least point me in the 
right direction before we’re all lost?” 

With a finger, Shota lifted the tear from his cheek. That simple act 
somehow lifted his heart in a small way. 

“T am sorry, Richard. I don’t know the answers that would save you. 
If I did, please believe that I would give them eagerly. But I know the 
good in you. I believe in you. I do know that you have within you 
what you must to succeed. There will be times when you doubt 
yourself. Do not give up. Remember then that I believe in you, that I 
know you can accomplish what you must. You are a rare person, 
Richard. Believe in yourself. 

“Know that I believe you are the one who can do it.” 

Outside, before starting down the granite steps, she turned back, a 
black shape against the fading light. 

“If Kahlan was ever real or not no longer matters. The entire world 
of life, everyone’s life, is now at stake. You must forget this one life, 
Richard, and think of all the rest.” 

“Prophecy, Shota?” Richard felt too heavyhearted to raise his voice. 
“Something from the flow of time?” 

Shota shook her head. “Simply the advice of a witch woman.” She 
started for the paddock to collect her horse. “Too much is at stake, 
Richard. You must stop chasing this phantom.” 


When Richard went back inside everyone was crowded around 


Jebra, engaged in hushed conversation filled with sympathy for her 
ordeal. 

Zedd paused in the middle of what he was saying as Richard joined 
them. “Rather odd, don’t you think, my boy?” 

Richard glanced around at the perplexed expressions. “What’s odd?” 

Zedd spread his hands. “That somewhere in the middle of Jebra 
telling her story Shota simply up and vanished.” 

“Vanished,” Richard repeated, cautiously. 

Nicci nodded. “We thought she would stick around and have 
something to say after Jebra finished.” 

“Maybe she had to go find someone to intimidate,” Cara said. 

Ann sighed. “Maybe she wanted to be on her way after that other 
witch woman.” 

“Maybe, being a witch woman, she isn’t much for good-byes,” 
Nathan suggested. 

Richard didn’t say anything. He had seen Shota do this before, like 
when she had shown up at his and Kahlan’s wedding and given 
Kahlan the necklace. No one had heard her then, either, when she had 
spoken to Richard and Kahlan. No one had seen her leave. 

Everyone went back to their conversation, except for his 
grandfather. Zedd looked distant and distracted. 

“What is it?” Richard asked. 

Zedd shook his head as he laid his arm around Richard’s shoulders, 
leaning closer as he spoke intimately. “For some reason, I find my 
mind wandering to thoughts of your mother.” 

“My mother.” 

Zedd nodded. “I really miss her.” 

“Me too,” Richard said. “Now that you mention it, I guess I’ve had 
her on my mind as well.” 

Zedd stared off into the distance. “Part of me died with her that 
day.” 

It took Richard a moment to find his voice. “Do you have any idea 
why she went back into the burning house? Do you think there was 
anything important in there? Maybe someone we didn’t know about?” 

Zedd shook his head insistently. “I felt sure that there had to have 
been some good reason, but I went through the ashes myself.” His 
eyes welled up with tears. “There was nothing in there but her bones.” 

Richard glanced out the door and saw the spectral shadow of Shota 
atop her horse start down the road without looking back. 


Chapter 21 


Rachel hesitated deep within the dark entrance. It was becoming 
difficult to see. She wished she couldn’t make out what was drawn on 
the walls, but the fact was she could. All the way into the cave she 
had tried not to look too closely at the strange scenes covering the 
stone walls all around her. Some of the images made goose bumps rise 
on her arms. She could not imagine why anyone would want to draw 
such horrible, cruel things, but she certainly could understand why 
they would put them down in the cave, why they would want to hide 
such dark thoughts from the light of day. 

The man unexpectedly shoved her. Rachel stumbled forward and 
fell flat on her face. She gasped a breath to regain the wind that had 
been so abruptly knocked out of her. She spit out dirt as she pushed 
herself up on her arms. She was too angry to cry. 

When she peeked back over her shoulder she saw that, instead of 
watching her, he was gazing ahead into the darkness with those 
unsettling golden eyes of his, as if his mind had wandered and he’d 
forgotten all about her. Rachel glanced back toward the light, 
wondering if she could make it past his long legs. She reasoned that 
she could feign going one way and then dodge the other. That might 
work. But he was a lot bigger than she was and could no doubt run 
faster even if her legs hadn’t been all wobbly from having been tied 
for so long. If only he hadn’t taken her knives away from her. Still, if 
she was quick, she thought she might possibly be able to get enough 
of a start to make it. 

Before she had a chance to try, the man noticed her again. He 
seized her by the collar and hoisted her to her feet, then shoved her 
on ahead, deeper into the black maw of the cave. Rachel struggled to 
find her footing over rock outcroppings and to jump fissures. Seeing 
some kind of movement ahead, she paused. 

“Well, well...” came a razor-thin voice from back in the darkness. 
“Visitors.” 

The last word had been drawn out so that it almost sounded like the 
hiss of a snake. 

Rachel’s skin went icy cold as she stared, wide-eyed, into the 
darkness, fearing who could be the owner of such a voice. 

Out of that darkness, as if from out of the underworld itself, a 
shadow materialized, gliding forward into the dim light. 

Shadows didn’t smile, though, Rachel realized. This was a woman, a 
tall woman in long black robes. Her long, wiry hair, too, was black. In 
contrast, her skin was so pale that it made her face almost appear to 
be floating all by itself in the darkness. It reminded Rachel of the skin 
of an albino salamander that hid under leaves on the forest floor 


during the day, never touched by the sunlight. All of her, from the 
coarse black cloth of her dress to her parched flesh stretched tightly 
over her knuckles to her stiff hair, seemed as dry as a sunbaked 
carcass. 

She wore the kind of smile that Rachel imagined a wolf wore when 
dinner dropped in unexpectedly. 

Although her eyes were blue, it was a blue that was as blanched as 
her skin, so that it almost seemed that she might be blind. But the way 
those eyes deliberately took Rachel in left no doubt that this was a 
woman who could not only see just fine in the light, but probably in 
pitch darkness as well. 

“This had better be worth it,” the man behind Rachel said. “The 
little brat stabbed me in my leg.” 

Rachel glared back over her shoulder. She didn’t know the man’s 
name. He had never bothered to tell her. Ever since capturing her he’d 
spoken very little, in fact, as if she were not someone but something— 
an inanimate object—that he had merely collected. The way he’d 
treated her made her feel like she was nothing more than a sack of 
grain thrown over the back of his saddle. But, at that moment, the 
grief, fear, thirst, and hunger during the long journey were only dim 
annoyances in the back of her mind. 

“You killed Chase,” she said. “You deserve more than I did.” 

The woman frowned. “Who?” 

“The man with her.” 

“Ah, him,” the woman in black said. “And you killed him?” She 
sounded only mildly curious. “Are you certain? Did you bury him?” 

He shrugged. “I guess he’s dead—men don’t recover from such 
wounds. The spell concealed me well enough, just as you promised it 
would, so he never even noticed I was there. I didn’t take the time to 
stop and bury him, though, since I knew you wanted me back as soon 
as possible.” 

Her thin smile widened. Coming ever closer, she finally reached out 
and ran her long, bony fingers back through his thick hair. Her ghostly 
blue eyes studied him intently. 

“Very good, Samuel,” she cooed. “Very good.” 

Samuel looked like a hound that was getting scratched behind the 
ears. “Thank you, Mistress.” 

“And you brought the rest of it?” 

He nodded eagerly. A smile warmed his face. Rachel had thought 
him a cold-looking man, maybe because of his strange, golden eyes, 
but when he smiled it seemed to mask his nature. With that smile he 
was a better-looking man than most, although to Rachel he was, and 
always would be, a monster. A warm smile wasn’t going to change 


what he had done. 

Samuel seemed suddenly in a good mood. Rachel hadn’t ever seen 
him this happy. Although much of the time she’d been in a sack, tied 
over the back of his horse, so she supposed that she didn’t really know 
if he’d been in a good mood or not. She didn’t really care. 

She just wanted him dead. He had killed Chase, the best thing that 
had ever happened in Rachel’s entire life. Chase was the best man 
who had ever lived. Chase had taken her in after she’d escaped from 
Queen Milena, the castle at Tamarang, and that terrible Princess 
Violet. Chase had loved her and had taken care of her. He taught her 
things about taking care of herself. He had a family he loved and who 
loved and needed him. 

But now they had all lost him. 

Chase was so big and so good with his weapons that Rachel hadn’t 
thought that anyone could ever defeat him, especially not a man by 
himself. But Samuel had appeared like a ghost and run Chase through 
while he slept, run him through with that beautiful sword that Rachel 
just knew couldn’t belong to him. She hated to think of how he had 
gotten that sword and who else he’d hurt with it. 

Samuel stood looking like an idiot, his arms hanging, his shoulders 
slumped, as the woman ran her fingers back through his hair, 
whispering comforting, fawning words. It seemed completely unlike 
him. Up until then Samuel had always seemed confident and sure of 
himself. He always made it clear to Rachel that he was in charge. He 
always knew exactly what he wanted. In the presence of this woman, 
though, he was different. Rachel half expected his tongue to hang out 
and for him to start drooling. 

“You said you brought the rest of it, Samuel,” she said in her hissy 
voice. 

“Yes.” He lifted an arm back toward the light. “It’s on the horse.” 

“Well, don’t leave it out there,” the woman said, her voice taking on 
an impatient edge. “Go and get it.” 

“Yes... yes, right away.” He seemed only too eager to do her 
bidding and scurried off. 

Rachel watched him rushing back through the cave, making his way 
over rocks that lay in his path, sometimes using his hands on the 
ground for balance, hurrying past the creepy gallery of drawings and 
toward the cave entrance. She noticed then light flickering on the dark 
walls. When she heard the sputtering sizzle she realized that it was 
light from a torch. She turned back around to see someone else, 
carrying a torch, appearing out of the darkness. 

Rachel’s jaw dropped. 

It was Princess Violet. 


“Well, well, if it isn’t the orphan Rachel come back to us,” Violet 
said as she stuck the torch in a bracket on the rock wall before taking 
up a place beside the woman in black. 

Rachel’s eyes felt like they might pop out of her head. She couldn’t 
seem to make her mouth close. Her voice had fled down into the pit of 
her stomach. 

“Why, Violet, dear, I do believe you’ve scared the little thing 
witless. Lose your tongue, little one?” 

Princess Violet was the one who had lost her tongue. But now it was 
back. Somehow, as impossible as it seemed, it was back. 

“Princess Violet...” 

Violet’s back stiffened as she straightened her broad shoulders. She 
seemed to be half again as big as the last time Rachel had seen her. 
She was meatier-looking. Older-looking. 

“Queen Violet, now.” 

Rachel blinked in astonishment. “Queen... ?” 

Violet smiled in a way that could have frozen a bonfire. 

“Yes, that’s right. Queen. My mother, you see, was murdered when 
that man, Richard, escaped. It was his doing. He is responsible for my 
mother’s death, for the death of our beloved former queen. He 
brought us all nothing but grief and terrible times.” She heaved a sigh. 
“Things have changed. I am queen now.” 

Rachel couldn’t make it work in her head. Queen. It all seemed 
impossible. Mostly, though, it was dumbfounding that Violet could 
again speak after having lost her tongue. 

A humorless smile spread on Violet’s lips as her brow drew down. 
“Kneel before your queen.” 

Rachel couldn’t seem to make sense of the words. 

Violet’s hand came out of nowhere, striking Rachel so hard that it 
knocked her sprawling. “Kneel before your queen!” 

Violet’s shriek echoed back and forth in blackness. 

Gasping in pain and shock, Rachel held one hand to the side of her 
face as she struggled to her knees. She felt warm blood running down 
her chin. Violet was a lot stronger than before. 

The painful slap was like her past slamming right back down on her, 
as if everything had been a dream and she was waking again to the 
nightmare of her former life. She was all alone again, with no Giller, 
no Richard, no Chase to help her. She was again helpless before Violet 
without a friend in the world. 

Violet’s smile had vanished. As she stared down at Rachel kneeling 
before her, her eyes narrowed in a way that made Rachel have to 
swallow. 

“He attacked me, you know. Back when he was Seeker, Richard 


attacked me, hurt me, for no reason.” She planted her fists on her 
hips. “He hurt me bad. Attacked and hurt a child! My jaw was broken. 
My teeth were shattered. My tongue was severed, just as he had once 
promised to do. I was left mute.” 

Her voice lowered into a growl that chilled Rachel to the bone. “But 
that was the least of my suffering.” 

Violet took a breath to calm herself. With the palms of her hands 
she smoothed down her pink satin dress at the hips. 

“None of my mother’s advisors were any help. They were bumbling 
fools when it came down to doing anything worthwhile. They offered 
endless potions and poultices and aromas and incantations. They said 
prayers and made offerings to the good spirits. They applied leeches 
and hot jars. None of it worked. My mother was buried without me 
there. I was unconscious at the time. 

“Not even the stars had anything to say about my condition or 
chances. The advisors mostly stood around wringing their hands—and 
probably plotting who would steal the crown when I finally died. I 
suspect that if it wasn’t soon then one of them would have helped me 
along into the afterlife with my mother. I heard their worried 
whispers about me becoming queen.” 

Violet took another calming breath. “In the middle of my nightmare 
of pain and suffering, of anguish and grief, of my growing concern 
about being murdered, Six arrived and helped me.” She gestured up at 
the woman standing beside her. “Just when I needed it most, Six came 
along and helped save me, helped save the crown and Tamarang itself, 
when no one else could or would.” 

“But, but,” Rachel stammered, “you’re not old enough to be a 
queen.” 

She knew it was a mistake the instant the words had left her tongue, 
before her better judgment had time to stop them. Violet’s other hand 
whipped around, slapping Rachel across the other cheek. Violet seized 
her by the hair and roughly pulled her back up onto her knees. Rachel 
cupped a hand to the new throbbing ache and with the other hand 
wiped blood from her mouth. 

Violet shrugged, indifferent to the pain and blood she had caused. 
“Anyway, I grew up in the last few years. I’m no longer the child I was 
back then, the child you still think of me being, back when you lived 
here, enjoying our kindness and generosity.” 

Rachel didn’t think that Violet had grown up enough to be a queen, 
but she knew better than to say so again. She also knew better than to 
think of enslavement as “kindness.” 

“Six helped me as I recovered. She saved me.” 

Rachel stared up at the pale, smiling face. “I offered my services. 


Violet welcomed me into the castle. Her mother’s advisors certainly 
weren’t doing her any good. 

“Six used her power to heal my broken and grossly infected jaw. I 
had grown weak from only being able to sip a thin broth. With Six’s 
help I was at last able to begin to eat again and recover my strength. 
New teeth even came in. I don’t suppose that anyone ever grew a third 
set of teeth before, yet I did. 

“But still I could not speak, so when I was well enough, strong 
enough, Six used her remarkable powers to grow me a new tongue.” 
Her fists tightened at her sides. “The tongue that I lost because of the 
Seeker.” 

“The former Seeker,” Six corrected, under her breath. 

“The former Seeker,” Violet acknowledged, considerably calmer. 

A smug smile returned to Violet’s plump face. It was a smile that 
Rachel knew all too well. “And now you have been brought back.” 
Her tone expressed a threat that her words hadn’t named. 

“What about all the others?” Rachel asked, trying to buy time to 
think. “All the queen’s advisors?” 

“T am the queen!” It seemed that, along with the rest of her, Violet’s 
temper had gotten bigger as well. 

A gentle touch on the back from Six brought a brief glance up and a 
smile to Violet’s face. She again took a calming breath, almost as if she 
had been reminded to watch her manners. 

She finally answered Rachel’s question. “I have no need for my 
mother’s advisors. They were, after all, worthless. Six fills that role 
now, and does so much better than any of those fools. 

“After all, none of them could grow me a new tongue, now could 
they?” 

Rachel glanced up at Six. The wolf’s grin was back. The ghostly blue 
eyes seemed to be staring right into Rachel’s naked soul. 

“Such a thing was far beyond their abilities,” the woman said in a 
quiet voice, but one that carried the undertone of profound power. 
“However, it was well within mine.” 

Rachel wondered if Violet had ordered all the advisors put to death. 
The last time Rachel had been at the castle, Violet, at her mother’s 
side, was just beginning to order executions. Now that she was queen, 
with Six to back her, there would be nothing to restrain Violet’s 
whims. 

“Six gave me my tongue back. Gave me my voice back. The Seeker 
thought he had taken all of that from me, but now I have it back. 
Tamarang is safely in my hands.” 

Had it not been so frightening a thought, so horrifying a concept, 
Rachel might have laughed at the very idea of Violet being queen. 


Rachel had been Violet’s playmate, her companion—really nothing 
more than her personal slave. Violet’s mother, Queen Milena, had 
gotten Rachel from an orphanage, intending her to be someone upon 
whom Violet could practice leadership, someone younger whom Violet 
could easily handle and abuse. 

Rachel had not only escaped, she taken Queen Milena’s precious 
box of Orden with her, eventually giving it over to Richard and Zedd 
and Chase. 

That had been a long time back. Violet looked to be about in her 
middle teens by now, although Rachel wasn’t good at guessing older 
people’s ages. She was a lot bigger than the last time Rachel had seen 
her, that much was for sure. Her dull hair was even longer. Her bones 
had gotten heavier, thicker. Like the rest of her, her face was still 
plump, but with those small, dark, calculating eyes, it had lost its 
childlike quality. Her chest was no longer flat, either, but had grown 
womanly. She looked like an adult just about to emerge from her 
cocoon. She had always been much older than Rachel, but now she 
seemed to have spurted up and widened the gap. 

Even so, she didn’t seem anywhere near old enough to be a queen. 

But queen she was. 

Rachel’s knees, naked against the rock, were hurting something 
fierce. She didn’t dare to ask to get up, though. Instead, she asked a 
question. 

“Violet—” 

Smack. 

Before she had time to think, Violet had struck, seemingly out of 
nowhere, as if she had been waiting for an excuse. Rachel’s vision 
swam sickeningly. It felt like the blow might have knocked teeth 
loose. Rachel gingerly felt with her tongue before she was sure they 
were all still in place. 

“Queen Violet,” Violet growled. “Don’t make that mistake again or 
you will be put to torture as an instigator of treason.” 

Rachel swallowed back the lump of terror. “Yes, Queen Violet.” 

Violet smiled at the triumph. She was indeed the queen. 

Rachel knew that Violet had a taste for only the most exquisite 
things, the most elaborate decoration, whether it be draperies or 
dishes, the most beautiful dresses, and the the most precious jewels. 
She insisted on surrounding herself with the best of everything—and 
that had been back when she’d only been a princess. That made it 
seem all the stranger that she would be in a cave. 

“Queen Violet, what are you doing in this awful place?” 

Violet stared down at her a moment, then waggled what looked like 
a piece of chalk before Rachel’s face. “My heritage, my inheritance.” 


Rachel didn’t understand. “Your what?” 

“My gift.” She shrugged offhandedly. “Well, not exactly the gift, but 
something akin to it. You see, I come from a long line of artists. You 
remember James? The court artist?” 

Rachel nodded. “He had only one hand.” 

“Yes,” Violet drawled. “A man a little too forward for his own good. 
Just because he was a relative of the queen he thought that he could 
get away with certain indiscretions. He was wrong.” 

Rachel blinked. “Relative?” 

“Distant cousin, or something like that. He shared some little trace 
of the royal bloodline. That exceptional bloodline carries a unique gift 
for... artistry. The family of the rulers of Tamarang still carry the 
thread of that ancient talent. My mother didn’t have the ability, but 
through that bloodline, it turns out that she did pass it along to me. At 
the time, though, the only one we knew of who still had that rare 
talent was James. Thus it came to be that he served as the court artist, 
served the crown, my mother, Queen Milena. 

“The Seeker, the previous Seeker, Richard, before he caused the 
trouble that resulted in the murder of my mother, also murdered 
James. Our land was for the first time in history without the services 
of an artist to protect the crown. 

“At the time we weren’t aware that I, in fact, carry the ancient 
talent.” She gestured to the tall woman beside her. “Six saw it in me, 
though. She told me of my remarkable ability. She has been helping 
me learn to use it, guiding me in my... art lessons. 

“A lot of people were opposed to me becoming queen—some, even, 
among the crown’s highest advisors. Fortunately, Six told me of the 
covert plots.” She lifted the chalk before Rachel’s face. “The traitors 
found drawings of themselves down here on these walls. I made sure 
that everyone knows what happens to traitors. With that, and with 
Six’s help and counsel, I became queen. People no longer dare oppose 
me.” 

When she had lived at the castle before, Rachel had thought that 
Violet was dangerous in the extreme. She’d had no idea at the time 
just how much more dangerous she would become. Rachel felt a sense 
of crushing hopelessness. 

Violet and Six glanced up when they heard Samuel rushing back in. 
Fearing that Violet was liable to whack her again, Rachel decided not 
to turn and look. She could hear Samuel panting, though, as he got 
close. 

Violet swished her hand, commanding Rachel aside and out of the 
way. Rachel immediately scrambled to comply, only too happy to be 
out of the reach of Violet’s arm, if not her authority. 


Samuel had a leather bag held closed with a drawstring. He set the 
bag down carefully and opened it. He looked up at Six. She rolled her 
hand, urging him to get on with it. 

It appeared to be a box of some kind. When it came out of the bag, 
Rachel saw that it was as black as doom itself. She thought that they 
all very well might be sucked into that black void and vanish into the 
underworld. 

With one hand, Samuel held the sinister thing up to Six. Smiling, 
she lifted it out of his hand. 

“As promised,” she said to Violet, “I present you with Queen Violet’s 
box of Orden.” 

Rachel remembered Queen Milena lifting that same box with the 
same kind of awed reverence. Except that now it wasn’t all covered in 
the silver, gold, and jewels. Zedd had told Rachel that the real box of 
Orden had been under those jewels. This had to be that box that had 
all along been inside when Rachel had spirited it away from the castle 
just as Wizard Giller had asked her to do. 

Now Giller was dead, Richard no longer had his sword, and Rachel 
was back in the clutches of Violet. And now Violet had herself a 
precious box of Orden, just as her mother had. 

Violet smirked. “You see, Rachel? What need have I of those old, 
useless advisors? Could they have accomplished any of what I have 
accomplished? You see, unlike those weak people you threw in with, I 
always persevere until I succeed. That’s what it takes to be a queen. 

“T have the box of Orden back. I have you back.” She waggled the 
chalk again. “And I will have Richard back to face his punishment.” 

Six sighed. “Enough of this happy reunion. You have what you 
asked for. Samuel and I need to go have a talk about his next 
assignment, and you need to get back to your ‘art’ lesson.” 

Violet smiled conspiratorially. “Yes, my lesson.” She glared down at 
Rachel. “There is an iron box waiting for you back at the castle. And 
then there is the matter of your punishment.” 

Six bowed her head. “I will be off, then, my queen.” 

Violet flicked her hand in a gesture of dismissal. Six grasped 
Samuel’s upper arm and started away with him. He had to watch his 
balance to keep his footing as he stepped over and around rocks. Six 
seemed to glide through the dim light without any trouble at all. 

“Come along,” Violet said in the kind of pretend cheerful tone that 
made Rachel’s blood run cold. “You can watch me draw.” 

As Violet grabbed the torch Rachel stood on wobbly legs, then 
followed her queen, the light of the flagging flame illuminating walls 
covered with endless drawings of terrible things being done to people. 
There was not a spot on the walls that didn’t have some sort of 


horrific scene. Rachel missed Chase something fierce, missed his 
reassurance, his smile when she had done a lesson well, his 
comforting hand on her shoulder. She loved him so much. And Samuel 
had killed him, killed all her hopes and dreams. She felt numb despair 
as she followed Violet deeper into the darkness, deeper into the 
madness. 


Chapter 22 


Nicci spotted Richard far off down the long rampart, standing at the 
crenellated outer wall not far from the base of a soaring tower, gazing 
out over the deserted city far below. Twilight had muted the colors of 
the dying day, turning the distant rolling summer-green fields to gray. 
Cara stood not far from his side, silent but watchful. 

Nicci knew Richard well enough that she could easily read the 
heightened tension in his body. She knew Cara well enough to see the 
reflection of that stress lurking in her intently calm appearance. Nicci 
pressed a fist over the knot of anxiety tightening in her middle. 

Overhead the slate gray clouds roiled, spitting an occasional fat 
drop of rain. Distant thunder rumbled through the mountain passes, 
promising a tempestuous night to come. Despite the dark, seething 
clouds, the air was strangely still. The heat of the day had abruptly 
vanished, as if fleeing before the storm that was about to break. 

As she came to a stop, Nicci rested a hand on the crenellated wall 
and took a deep breath of the humid air. 

“Rikka said that you needed to see me. She said it was urgent.” 

Richard looked the match for the brewing storm. “I have to leave. 
At once.” 

Nicci had somehow expected just that. She glanced past Richard, to 
Cara, but the Mord-Sith showed no reaction. Richard had been 
brooding for days. He’d been quietly distant as he considered 
everything he had learned from Jebra and Shota. Zedd had advised 
Nicci to leave him to his deliberation. Nicci had not needed such 
advise; she probably knew his darker moods better than anyone. 

“Pm going with you,” she said, making it clear that she was leaving 
no room for discussion. 

He nodded absently. “It will be good to have you with me. 
Especially for this.” 

Nicci was relieved not to have him argue, but the knot of anxiety 
tightened over the last part of what he’d said. There was a palpable 
sense of danger in the air. At that moment her concern was to insure 
that—whatever he was about to do—he was as well protected as she 
could manage. 

“And Cara is going too.” 

Still, he gazed off into the distance. “Of course.” 

She realized that he was looking south. “Now that Tom and 
Friedrich are back, Tom will insist on coming along as well. His 
talents will be valuable.” 

Tom was a member of an elite corps of protectors to the Lord Rahl. 
Despite his amiable appearance, Tom was more than formidable in his 
duty. Men like him were not advanced to such trusted positions of 


protection to the Lord Rahl because they had nice smiles. Like other 
D’Haran protectors to the Lord Rahl, Tom had come to feel 
passionately about his duty to protect Richard. 

“He can’t come with us,” Richard said. “We’re going in the sliph. 
Only Cara, you, and me are able to travel in the sliph.” 

Nicci swallowed at the thought of such a journey. “And where are 
we going, Richard?” 

At long last, his gray eyes turned to her. He gazed into her eyes with 
that way he had about him, as if he was looking into her soul. 

“Tve figured it out,” he said. 

“You’ve figured what out?” 

“What I must do.” 

Nicci could feel her fingers tingling with a shapeless dread. The look 
of terrible resolve in his gray eyes made her knees weak. 

“And what is that you must do, Richard?” 

He puzzled a moment. “Did I ever tell you thanks for stopping Shota 
when you did, when she was touching me?” 

Nicci was not disconcerted by Richard’s abrupt change of topic. She 
had learned that it was Richard’s way. It was especially characteristic 
when he was greatly troubled. The more agitated he was, it seemed 
that there were all the more things going on in his head at the same 
time, as if his thoughts were in a whirlwind of inner activity that 
pulled everything up into that tumultuous rush of deliberation. 

“You told me, Richard.” 

About a hundred times. 

He nodded slightly. “Well, thanks.” 

His voice had turned absent, distant, as he descended back into the 
dark depths of some inner equation upon which the future hinged. 
“She was doing something painful to you, wasn’t she.” 

It was not a question, but a statement that Nicci had come to 
believe more and more in the days following Shota’s visit. Nicci didn’t 
know what Shota had done, but she wished she had not allowed even 
that brief touch. There was no telling how much the witch woman 
could have conveyed in that touch, even as abbreviated as it had been. 
Lightning, after all, was brief as well. Richard had never said what 
Shota had shown him, but it was ground that Nicci, for some reason, 
feared to tread upon. 

Richard heaved a sigh. “Yes, she was. She was showing me the 
truth. That truth is in part how I’ve come to understand at last what it 
is I must do. As much as I dread it...” 

When he drifted into silence, Nicci patiently prodded him. “So, 
what have you figured out you must do?” 

Richard’s fingers tightened on the stone as he looked out again over 


the darkening countryside far below, and then to the somber jumble 
of mountains rising up beyond. 

“I was right in the beginning.” His gaze turned to Cara. “Right when 
I took you and Kahlan away to the mountains far back in Westland.” 

Cara frowned. “I remember you saying that we were going back into 
those deserted mountains because you had come to understand that 
we could not win the war by fighting the army of the Imperial Order. 
You said that you could not lead them in such a battle that they were 
sure to lose.” 

Richard nodded. “And I was right. I know that now. We can’t win 
against their army. Shota helped me to see that. She may have been 
trying to convince me that I must fight that battle, but in part because 
of all that she and Jebra showed me, I know now that we can’t win it. 

“Now, I know what I must do.” 

“And what would that be?” Nicci pressed. 

Richard finally pushed away from the stone merlon. “We have to 
go. I don’t have time to lay it all out right now.” 

Nicci started after him. “I threw some things together. They’re 
ready. Richard, why can’t you tell me what you’ve decided?” 

“T will,” he said, “later.” 

“You're wasting your time,” Cara said under her breath to Nicci as 
she fell in with her behind Richard. “I’ve already paddled up that 
creek until I got too tired to paddle anymore.” 

Richard, hearing Cara’s remark, took Nicci by the arm and pulled 
her forward. “I’m not finished thinking it all through. I need to finish 
putting it all together. Pll explain it when we get there, explain it to 
everyone—but right now we don’t have the time. All right?” 

“Get where?” Nicci asked. 

“To the D’Haran army. Jagang’s main force will soon be heading up 
into D’Hara. I have to tell our army that we have no chance to win the 
battle that is coming for them.” 

“That ought to cheer their day,” Cara said. “Nothing makes a soldier 
feel better on the eve of battle than their leader telling them that they 
are about to lose the battle and die.” 

“You want me to tell them a lie, instead?” he asked. 

Cara’s only answer was a scowl. 

At the end of the rampart Richard pulled open the heavy oak door 
at the base of the tower. Inside was a room where some of the lamps 
were already lit. Nicci could hear people rushing up the stone steps to 
the side. 

“Richard!” It was Zedd following behind the big, blond-headed 
D’Haran, Tom. 

Richard halted, waiting for his grandfather to reach the top of the 


steps and make it into the simple stone room. Zedd rushed closer, 
gulping air. 

“Richard! What’s going on? Rikka came by in a rush saying that you 
were leaving.” 

Richard nodded. “I wanted you to know that I’ve got to go, but I 
won't be gone for long. I’ll be back in a few days. Hopefully, in the 
meantime you and Nathan and Ann can find out something in the 
books that will be helpful with the Chainfire spell. Maybe you can 
even work on coming up with some solution to the contamination 
from the chimes.” 

Zedd waved irritably at the suggestion. “While we’re at it, would 
you like me to cure the sky of that thunderstorm?” 

“Zedd, don’t be angry with me, please. I have to go.” 

“All right, but where are you going—and why?” 

“Pm ready, Lord Rahl,” Tom said as he hurried into the room. 

“Pm sorry,” Richard told him, “but you can’t go. We’re going to 
need to go in the sliph.” 

Zedd threw his arms up in the air. “The sliph! You do your best to 
convince me that magic is failing, and now you intend to put your life 
in the hands of a creature of magic? Are you losing your mind, 
Richard? What’s going on?” 

“Pm aware of the danger, but I must take the risk.” Richard 
gestured. “You know that starburst symbol on the door of the First 
Wizard’s enclave, up there?” When Zedd nodded, Richard tapped the 
top of his silver wristband. “It’s the same as this one here.” 

“What about it?” Zedd asked. 

“Remember, I told you that it has meaning? It’s an admonition not 
to allow your vision to lock on any one thing. It’s a warning to look 
everywhere at once, to see nothing to the exclusion of everything else. 
It means you mustn’t allow the enemy to draw your attention and 
make you focus on what he wishes you to see. If you do, you will be 
blind to everything else. 

“That’s what I’ve been doing. Jagang has been forcing me—forcing 
everyone—to focus on one thing. Like a fool, I’ve been doing just 
that.” 

“His army,” Nicci guessed. “That’s what you mean? That we’ve all 
been focusing on his invasion force?” 

“That’s right. This starburst means that you must open to all there 
is, never settling on just one thing, even when cutting your enemy. It 
means that instead of focusing on one thing, you must open your mind 
to everything, even when it is necessary to keep that one central 
threat at the center of your attention.” 

Zedd cocked his head. “Richard, you’ve got to focus on the threat 


that’s about to kill you. His army is millions of men strong. They’re 
coming to crush all opposition and enslave us all.” 

“I know. That’s why we can’t fight them; we will lose.” 

Zedd’s face went crimson. “So you propose to allow their army to 
roll into the New World unopposed? Your plan is to let Jagang’s army 
freely overrun cities and allow to happen all the things Jebra told us 
had happened in Ebinissia? You want to so easily allow all those 
people to be slaughtered or enslaved?” 

“Think of the solution,” Richard reminded his grandfather, “not the 
problem.” 

“Not very comforting advice to those having their throats cut.” 

Richard froze and stared at his grandfather, seemingly struck silent 
by Zedd’s words. 

“Look,” Richard finally said, running his fingers back through his 
hair, “I don’t have time for this right now. Pll talk to you about it 
when I get back. Time is of the essence. I’ve already wasted far too 
much of it. I only hope that we still have enough time left.” 

“Enough time for what!” Zedd roared. 

Nicci heard footsteps rushing up the stairwell. Jebra dashed into the 
room. 

“What’s going on?” she asked Zedd. 

Zedd waved a hand in Richard’s direction. “My grandson has 
decided that we must lose the war, that we must not fight Jagang’s 
army.” 

“Lord Rahl, you can’t be serious,” she said. “You can’t seriously 
consider allowing those brutes...” Jebra’s voice trailed off as she 
stepped forward, peering up at Richard. She stilled in midstride. She 
staggered back a step. 

The blood drained from her face. 

Her jaw dropped open. Her jaw trembled as she tried without 
success to Wring forth words. Her features slackened with dread. 

Her blue eyes rolled back in her head as she fainted. 

As she toppled back, Tom caught her in his arms and laid her gently 
on the granite floor. Everyone closed in around the unconscious 
woman. 

“What happened?” Tom asked. 

“I don’t know,” Zedd said as he knelt down beside the woman, 
pressing his fingers to her forehead. “She’s fainted, but I’m not sure 
why.” 

Richard headed for the door that opened to the iron stairs running 
down the inside of the tower. “Pll leave you to take care of her, Zedd 
—you’re the expert at healing. She’s in good hands. I can’t afford to 
waste any more time right now.” 


He turned back from the doorway. “Pll be back as soon as I can— 
promise. We shouldn’t be more than a few days.” 

“But Richard—” 

He had already started down the iron steps. “Pll be back,” he called 
up at them, his voice echoing from the gloom. 

Without hesitation, Cara followed after him down into the dark 
tower. 

Nicci didn’t want to let him get too far without her, but she knew 
that he would have to call the sliph, so she had a few moments. As 
Zedd checked different spots on Jebra’s head, Nicci squatted down 
beside the unconscious Jebra, across from him. 

Nicci felt the woman’s brow. “She’s burning up.” 

Zedd looked up in a way that nearly stopped Nicci’s heart. “It’s a 
vision.” 

“How do you know?” 

“I know about seers in general and this one in particular. She’s had 
a powerful vision. Jebra is more sensitive than most seers. Her 
emotions, with a certain kind of vision, sometimes overcome her. This 
vision had to have been something that was so powerful it rendered 
her unconscious.” 

“Do you think it was about Richard?” 

“There’s no way to tell,” the old wizard said. “She will have to be 
the one to tell us.” 

Zedd may not have been willing to venture a guess, but Jebra had 
looked up into Richard’s eyes just before she fainted. Nicci didn’t have 
time to be discreet. She couldn’t allow Richard to leave without her— 
and she knew that he would if she wasn’t there when he was ready to 
go—but at the same time she couldn’t leave without knowing if Jebra 
had had a vision about him that could reveal something important. 

Nicci slipped her hand under the woman’s neck, pressing her fingers 
to the base of Jebra’s skull. 

“What are you doing?” Zedd asked, suspiciously. “If you’re doing 
what I think you are, that’s not just reckless but dangerous.” 

“So is ignorance,” Nicci said as she released a flow of power. 

Jebra’s eyes popped open. She gasped. 

“No...” 

“There, there,” Zedd comforted, “it’s all right, my dear. We’re right 
here with you.” 

“What did you see?” Nicci asked, getting right to the point. 

Jebra’s panicked eyes turned to Nicci. She reached up and snatched 
the collar of Nicci’s dress. 

“Don’t leave him alone!” 

There was no need for Nicci to ask who Jebra was talking about. 


“Why? What did you see?” 

“Don’t leave him alone! Don’t let him out of your sight—not for an 
instant!” 

“Why?” Nicci asked again. “What will happen if he is left alone?” 

“If you leave him alone, he will be lost to us.” 

“How? What did you see?” 

Jebra reached up and with both fists pulled Nicci’s face closer. “Go. 
Don’t let him be alone. What I saw does not matter. If he’s not alone, 
then it can’t happen. Do you understand? If you let him get separated 
from you and Cara it will not matter what I saw—it won’t matter for 
any of us. I can’t tell you the means of separation, only that no matter 
what you must not let it happen. That’s all that’s important. Go! Stay 
with him!” 

Nicci swallowed as she nodded. 

“You’d better do as she says,” Zedd told Nicci. “There’s nothing I 
can do in this. It’s up to you.” 

He reached out and grasped her hand, not as First Wizard, but as 
Richard’s grandfather. “Stay with him, Nicci. Protect him. In so many 
ways he’s the Seeker, the Lord Rahl, the leader of the D’Haran Empire, 
but in other ways he’s still a woods guide at heart. He’s our Richard. 
Protect him, please. We’re all depending on you.” 

Nicci stared at him, at an appeal that seemed unexpectedly 
personal, an appeal that seemed to rise above all the wider needs of 
protecting the freedom of the New World and reduced it all to a 
simple love for Richard the man. She understood in that instant that 
without the sincere and simple concern for Richard as an individual, 
none of the rest of it mattered. 

As she started to rise, Jebra pulled Nicci back down. “This is not a 
‘maybe’ kind of vision, a possibility. This is certain. Don’t let him be 
alone or he will be at their mercy.” 

“Whose mercy?” 

Jebra bit her lower lip as her blue eyes welled up with tears. “The 
dark witch.” 

Nicci felt a shudder of icy dread ripple up her shoulders. 

“Go,” Jebra whispered. “Please, go. Hurry. Don’t let him leave 
without you.” 

Nicci sprang up and rushed across the room. At the doorway she 
paused and turned back. Her heart was pounding so hard that it made 
her sway on her feet. 

“I swear, Zedd. He will have my protection as long as I draw 
breath.” 

She watched as Zedd nodded, a tear running down his weathered 
cheek. “Hurry.” 


Nicci turned and ran down the iron steps, taking them two at a 
time, her footfalls echoing around the enormous tower. She wondered 
what else Jebra saw in her vision that awaited Richard if he became 
separated from them, if he was left alone, but in the end Nicci decided 
that it didn’t really matter what that visionary fate was, it only 
mattered that, no matter what, Nicci not allow it to happen. 

Bats fluttered in undulating clouds up through the tower, funneling 
out through the open windows at the top, intent on their nightly hunt, 
as Nicci raced down the steps. The rushing sound of thousands of 
webbed wings made it seem the tower was exhaling in a long, low 
moan. She passed iron doors on landings without pause. She 
sometimes had to snatch the rail to keep her footing. At the bottom 
she raced around the walkway that surrounded the fetid water 
standing at the bottom of the tower. The black water rippled as small 
creatures slipped into the inky sanctuary. 

Nicci ran in through the doorway that had been blasted open when 
Richard had destroyed the great barrier that had once separated the 
Old World from the new. The towers that powered that barrier had 
stood since the great war, three thousand years before. In more recent 
times, Jagang and his army of the Imperial Order had been kept at 
bay, unable to cross that barrier. But Richard had destroyed those 
towers in order to be able to return to the New World after having 
been held at the Palace of the Prophets, and as a result the Imperial 
Order had been loosed on the New World. The war was not Richard’s 
fault, but it could not have been rekindled without that act. 

Richard and Cara were standing, waiting, on the wall of the great 
well of the sliph, the creature that had been walled away along with 
the Old World for all the time that the great barrier had stood. 

Behind Richard and Cara the quicksilver face of the sliph watched 
Nicci as she hurried into the room. “Do you wish to travel?” the sliph 
asked in that eerie voice that echoed around the room. 

“Yes, I wish to travel,” Nicci said breathlessly as she scooped up her 
pack. Cara must have put it there for her. “Thanks,” she said to the 
Mord-Sith. 

Richard held his hand out as Nicci slipped an arm through a strap 
and lifted the pack onto her back. “Come on.” 

Nicci took his hand, letting him hoist her up onto the wall with one 
mighty pull. Nicci’s heart felt as if it was coming up into her throat. 
She had traveled before so she knew the overwhelming ecstasy of the 
experience, and yet she could not help being afraid to breathe in the 
living quicksilver of the sliph. Such a concept just went against the 
very idea of the breath of life. 

“You will be pleased,” the sliph said as Nicci joined the others. Nicci 
didn’t argue. 


“Let’s go,” Richard said. “I wish to travel.” 

A shiny arm lifted out of the pool to surround Richard and Cara, but 
not Nicci. 

“Wait!” Nicci said. “I must go with them.” The sliph stilled. “Listen 
to me, Richard. You have to take Cara and my hands. Don’t let go for 
anything.” 

“Nicci, you’ve done this before. It will be—” 

“Listen! Cara and I are trusting you, and you have to trust us. You 
can’t get separated from us. Not for anything. Not for so much as an 
instant. If that happens then you are lost to us. If that happens then 
whatever you have planned won’t happen.” 

Richard studied her face silently for a moment. “Did Jebra have a 
vision of something happening?” 

“Only if you get separated from us. Only if you are alone.” 

“What did she see?” 

“The witch woman, Six. Jebra called her ‘the dark witch.“ 

Richard studied her face a moment. “Shota is going after Six.” 

“That may be, but Six has already usurped Shota’s authority in her 
own territory.” 

“Maybe for the moment. But ld not want to be her when Shota 
catches her. Shota covered her throne with the hide of the last person 
who came to take her home, and he was a wizard.” 

“I don’t doubt how dangerous Shota is, but we don’t know how 
dangerous Six is. The gift is different in different individuals. Shota 
could in the end turn out to be no match for Six’s ability. I do know 
that the Sisters of the Dark were afraid of her. Jebra had a terrible 
vision and says that you must not be allowed to be alone. I don’t 
intend to allow her vision any chance to come to pass.” 

He must have read the resolve in Nicci’s face, because he nodded. 
“All right.” He took her hand and then took Cara’s. “Don’t let go, then, 
and then we won’t have to worry about it.” 

Nicci squeezed his hand in agreement. She leaned past him to 
address Cara. “Do you understand? We can’t let him out of our sight. 
Not for an instant.” 

Cara’s brow drew down in a dark frown. “Since when have I ever 
wanted to allow him out of my sight?” 

“Where do you wish to travel?” the sliph asked. 

Nicci glanced to Richard and Cara and realized that the question 
was directed to her. 

“To where they are going.” 

The silver face turned sly. “I cannot reveal what my other clients do 
when they are in me. Tell me what you wish and I will please you.” 

Nicci twitched a frown at Richard. 


“She never reveals anything about anyone else; it’s a kind of 
professional confidence. We’re going to the People’s Palace.” 

“The People’s Palace,” Nicci said. “I wish to travel to the People’s 
Palace.” 

“She’s going with Cara and me,” Richard told the sliph. “To the 
same place. Do you understand? She is to stay with us as we travel 
there.” 

“Yes, Master. We will travel.” The face, looking like a highly 
polished statue, smiled. “You will be pleased.” 

The liquid silver arm tightened around all three of them, drawing 
them off the wall. Nicci’s hand tightened on Richard’s. 

As they plunged into the total darkness of the sliph, Nicci held her 
breath. She knew she had to breathe, but the very idea of breathing 
the silvery liquid terrified her. 

Breathe. 

At last she did, a desperate gasp drawing the sliph into her lungs. 
Colors, light, and shapes melted together all around her in a 
spectacular display. Nicci tightly held Richard’s hand as they glided 
into the silken distance. It was a glorious, lazy, floating sensation of a 
headlong rush at impossible speed. 

She drew in another dizzying breath of the sliph’s essence. It was a 
glorious release from everything that haunted her, from the crushing 
weight on her soul. She was left with only that connection to Richard. 
There was nothing else. There was no one else. 

It was rapture. 

She never wanted it to end. 


Chapter 23 


Kahlan watched as the three Sisters peered into the distance, 
watching for any movement. With the sun going down, the shadows 
were beginning to melt together into a gloomy haze. At the horizon to 
the south a sliver of fading daylight shone beneath menacing gray 
clouds that towered into a dark violet sky. The cloud tops were 
touched by a wash of red light that lent the evening an odd, dreamlike 
quality. 

The sky in this place, so often filled with monumental, billowing 
clouds, seemed overpoweringly immense, leaving Kahlan feeling tiny 
and insignificant. The flat plains to the south stretched endlessly to 
the lonely horizon. Little vegetation grew in such a desolate place, and 
what did grow was found mostly in the low-lying places. 

The clouds sweeping across the landscape dragged columns of rain 
but, as vast as the place was, the rains never seemed any more than a 
distant, isolated phenomenon. Kahlan suspected that if one were to 
stand in the same spot for a year waiting for one of those random 
showers to pass overhead, it would likely not happen. The barren 
landscape made life seem fragile and forlorn. Only the mountains to 
the north and east seemed able to comb rain from the parade of 
clouds. As a result, the trees didn’t venture down from their mountain 
refuge. 

When the horses snorted and stamped their hooves, Kahlan pulled 
the reins tighter and absently rubbed one of the animals under its jaw 
to reassure it that all was well. The horse gently nudged her, wanting 
more. As she waited, Kahlan turned away from the haunting 
desolation and gave the horse a more attentive scratch. 

In the distance she could see where the wall of mountains dwindled 
into a massive headland. That headland, like the tail of some sleeping 
beast, looked to be the southern tip of the mountains they had been 
following south. Kahlan wished she were back in those mountains. 
The mountains gave her a sense of sanctuary, probably because, 
unlike the open plains, she didn’t feel like anyone for miles around 
could see her. Out on the plain she felt naked and exposed. She 
realized that she didn’t really know why she should feel that way, 
since she could hardly be in a worse circumstance than being a 
forgotten slave to the Sisters. 

Kahlan thought that she could see what looked like buildings up on 
the distant headland. If her eyes weren’t tricking her, the buildings 
looked like they were probably no more than ruins. If they really were 
buildings, then few of the structures appeared to have roofs. What at 
first made no sense finally began to when she considered if what 
might have been walls had actually crumbled long ago; that would 


explain the odd shapes. She didn’t see any sign of people. They, too, 
were probably long forgotten. 

Even if they really were abandoned buildings, long deserted places 
made the Sisters no less wary than everything else did. Their wariness 
seemed to be born of a sense of complete and total dominion nearly 
within their grasp. In this place, though, Kahlan shared their edginess. 

The three Sisters had been silent for most of the day, speaking only 
when necessary. The back of Kahlan’s shoulder still throbbed in pain 
where Sister Ulicia had unexpectedly struck her. It had not been 
punishment for any transgression—real or imagined—but rather had 
been delivered with a stern warning not to cause any trouble. The 
Sisters sometimes sought to express their superiority over others, even 
if it was by showing that they could hurt Kahlan just because they 
wanted to. She had to school her thoughts lest one of the Sisters pick 
up on what Kahlan thought of her treatment. She’d swallowed her 
dignity along with her thoughts and simply said, “Yes, Sister.” 

Kahlan didn’t think that it was a good idea to go stumbling around 
in the dark, especially when they were beginning to come upon a 
landscape deeply rutted and eroded in places by runoff from the high 
ground. The horses could easily break a leg in such conditions. But, in 
their ambition to get to Caska, the Sisters hadn’t wanted to stop when 
evening had begun to engulf them. What the Sisters wanted, the 
Sisters got. Kahlan wasn’t looking forward to eventually setting up 
camp in the dark. 

“T think there’s someone out there,” Sister Armina said in a quiet 
voice as she stared out into the darkness. 

“T sense something, too,” Sister Cecilia murmured. 

Sister Armina glanced over, expectantly. “Maybe it’s Tovi.” 

“Could be nothing more than a wild mule.” Sister Ulicia didn’t 
appear to be in a mood to stand around speculating. “Come on.” She 
glanced back at Kahlan. “Stay close.” 

“Yes, Sister,” Kahlan said. She handed the Sisters the reins to their 
horses. 

Sister Cecilia, older than the rest of them, grunted with the effort of 
swinging her tired muscles up into her saddle. “My memories of the 
rare maps down in the vaults at the Palace of the Prophets tell me that 
we should be getting close to the place.” 

“T recall seeing that ancient map,” Sister Ulicia said, once seated 
atop her horse. “It called this place the Deep Nothing. That would 
mean that it has to be Caska up on that distant headland.” 

Sister Armina heaved an impatient sigh as she urged her horse on 
after the others. “Then we will at last find Tovi here.” 

“And when we finally join up with her,” Sister Cecilia said, “she is 


going to have some explaining to do.” 

Sister Armina gestured off toward the distant headland. “You know 
Tovi—always ignoring what she’s supposed to do because she thinks 
she knows best. She’s the most obstinate woman I’ve ever met.” 

As far as Kahlan was concerned, Armina had little room to talk. 

“We’ll see how obstinate she is when I have my fingers around her 
throat,” Sister Cecilia said. 

Sister Armina urged her horse up beside Sister Ulicia. “You don’t 
think she could be up to no good, do you, Ulicia?” 

“Tovi?” Sister Ulicia glanced back over her shoulder. “No, not 
really. She may be exasperating at times, but she has the same goal as 
do the rest of us. Besides, she knows as well as we do that we need all 
three of the boxes. She knows what’s involved and what’s at stake. 

“We will soon have the three boxes all back together again—that’s 
all that really matters—and we will already be in Caska, so I suppose 
it wouldn’t really have done us any good to catch up with Tovi before 
now. We still would have had to come here anyway.” 

“But why would she have taken off the way she did?” Sister Cecilia 
pressed. 

Sister Ulicia shrugged. Unlike the other two, she seemed to be 
somewhat at ease, now that Caska was in sight. “It could be nothing 
more than that she discovered Imperial Order troops nearby and she 
simply wanted to avoid any possibility of trouble so she left the area. 
She probably was using her head, that’s all. She knew we had to come 
here. She probably saw a chance to slip away and took it. We’re better 
served by such caution. She was, in the end, going to where we 
planned on going all along, so I don’t really see what mischief she 
could be up to.” 

“T suppose.” Sister Cecilia seemed somewhat disappointed not to 
have a villain upon whom to fixate her anger. 

They rode in silence for nearly an hour more before it became 
apparent to the Sisters that riding over such ground in the dark might 
not only risk breaking a horse’s leg, but one of their necks as well. As 
far as Kahlan could tell, they weren’t much closer to the headland 
than they had been for most of the day. Out on the plain, distances 
were far greater than they appeared to be. What at first seemed to be 
a place only a couple of miles distant could turn out to take days to 
reach. The Sisters, despite their eagerness to get to Caska and Tovi, 
were tired and ready to stop for the night. 

Sister Ulicia dismounted, handing the reins to Kahlan. “Get camp set 
up. We’re all hungry.” 

Kahlan dipped her head. “Yes, Sister.” 

She immediately hobbled all the horses so they couldn’t wander off, 


then made her way around to the side of the pack animals to start 
getting out their gear. She was dead tired but knew that it would 
probably be hours before she would have a chance to get any sleep. 
The camp had to be set up, food had to be prepared, and then the 
horses had to be fed, watered, and groomed for the night. 

Sister Ulicia took hold of Sister Armina’s arm and pulled her close. 
“While we’re making camp, I want you to go out there and check the 
area. I want to know if it’s just a mule.” 

Sister Armina nodded and immediately set out on foot into the 
darkness. 

Sister Cecilia watched Sister Armina dissolve into the night. “Do you 
really think it’s a mule?” 

Sister Ulicia cast her a dark look. “If it is a mule, it’s staying the 
same distance away as we travel. If it’s someone watching us, then 
Armina will find them.” 

Kahlan pulled out the bedrolls when the Sisters asked for something 
softer to sit on other than the barren ground. She then pulled out one 
of the pots so she could get some dinner started. 

“No fire tonight,” Sister Ulicia said when she saw Kahlan with the 
pot. 

Kahlan stared at her a moment. “What would you like for dinner, 
then, Sister?” 

“There is bannock left over. We can have that and some dried 
meats. We have pine nuts as well.” She gazed out into the night. “I 
don’t want a fire out here in the open, where anyone from horizon to 
horizon could see us. Just get out one of the smaller lanterns.” 

Kahlan could not imagine what the Sisters had to worry about. She 
handed Sister Armina the lantern. The sister lit it with a flick of a 
finger, then set it on the ground before her and Sister Ulicia. It wasn’t 
much light to see by as Kahlan finished unpacking, but at least it was 
better than nothing. 

There had been times in the past when patrols of soldiers happened 
on them. The Sisters had never been especially spooked by such 
unexpected encounters with hostile forces. The Sisters had dispatched 
the soldiers without any problem—or mercy. 

When they had run into patrols the Sisters were careful not to allow 
any witnesses to get away, apparently so that there wouldn’t be any 
chance of reports getting back to the army. Kahlan supposed that it 
was possible that such reports could result in great numbers of angry 
men coming after them. The Sisters didn’t appear especially concerned 
about that possibility; it seemed more likely that they simply had 
business and they didn’t want to be slowed for anything. 

Getting to Tovi and the last box was of paramount importance to 


them and they had driven hard to get this far this quickly. Kahlan was 
somewhat surprised that they had not caught Tovi before now, 
especially since nothing seemed anywhere near as important to the 
Sisters as their precious boxes. 

Except that they were Lord Rahl’s boxes. The Sisters had stolen 
them from Richard Rahl’s palace. 

On one occasion, in their rush, they had come across a large 
detachment of the big Imperial Order brutes. The Sisters had been 
impatient to get past the soldiers, to get on with their business with 
the boxes, but the men appeared in no hurry to move on out of the 
way. The Sisters waited until the middle of the night and then walked 
through the encampment of sleeping men. Any time a man saw them, 
one of the Sisters cast out a silent spell that dispatched the man 
without any ado. The Sisters had shown no compunction about killing 
any man who happened to be in their way. They moved through the 
camp quietly, fearlessly, and deliberately. Kahlan saw a lot of men die 
that night. To the Sisters, it had been no more eventful than stepping 
on ants pestering them at camp. 

But that had been a long time ago and they had not seen any troops 
since. The Imperial Order army was now far distant behind them and 
for quite some time had no longer been a consideration. That didn’t 
mean, however, that there couldn’t be other hazards, and so the 
Sisters were frequently as nervous as cats. Without warning, however, 
they could easily turn as dangerous as vipers. 

Long after Sister Armina returned without finding anyone about, 
and the three Sisters had eaten, Kahlan still worked to finish her 
chores before she was allowed to eat. She was currying the horses 
when she thought that she heard the soft sound of footsteps on the 
hardscrabble ground. The sound brought her out of her thoughts 
about the soldiers. Her hand with the curry brush paused. 

She looked over her shoulder and was startled to see a slender girl 
with short, dark hair standing timidly just at the edge of the faint 
lanternlight. 

With the moon only occasionally peeking out from between the 
passing clouds, the camp was mostly left to the light of the single 
lantern back by the Sisters, so it was hard to see, but Kahlan could see 
well enough to see the young woman’s pale eyes staring at her. 

In those eyes was the clear look of cognition. The girl saw Kahlan. 

“Please—” the girl said. Kahlan crossed her lips with a finger, lest 
the Sisters hear the girl. Just like the man back at the inn, this girl saw 
and remembered Kahlan. Kahlan was astonished, and at the same time 
fearful that the same thing would happen to the girl as had happened 
to the man. 

“Please,” the girl repeated in a low whisper, “may I have something 


to eat? I’m so hungry.” 

Kahlan glanced at the Sisters. They were busy talking among 
themselves. Kahlan reached into her saddlebag in the pile near her 
feet and pulled out a strip of dried venison. She again crossed her lips 
with one finger and handed the girl the meat. The girl nodded her 
understanding and didn’t make a sound. Taking the meat eagerly in 
both hand, she immediately used her teeth to rip off a bite. 

“Go, now,” Kahlan whispered, “before they see you. Hurry.” 

The girl glanced up at Kahlan, then looked past her. Her eyes went 
wide. Her chewing halted. 

“Well, well,” came a menacing voice over Kahlan’s shoulder, “if it 
isn’t our little mule come to steal from us.” 

“Please, she was hungry,” Kahlan said, hoping to douse Sister 
Ulicia’s anger before it flared. “She asked for a bite to eat. She didn’t 
steal it. I gave her my food, not any of yours.” 

Sister Ulicia was joined by the other two, so that it looked like three 
vultures all in a row. Sister Armina lifted the lantern to have a better 
look. All three looked like they intended to pick the girl’s bones clean. 

“Probably waiting till we went to sleep,” Sister Ulicia said as she 
leaned closer, “so she could cut our throats.” 

Copper-colored eyes shown in the lamplight as the frightened young 
woman gazed up at them. “I wasn’t lying in wait. I was hungry. I 
thought I might be able to get a little food, that’s all. I asked, I did not 
steal.” 

The young woman reminded Kahlan a little of the girl back at the 
White Horse Inn, the girl Kahlan had promised to protect, the girl that 
Sister Ulicia had so brutally murdered. At night, before she fell asleep, 
the memory of that girl’s terror still haunted Kahlan. Her failure to 
keep her promise of protection still burned in Kahlan’s soul. Even if 
the girl hadn’t been able to remember Kahlan’s words long enough to 
comprehend them, Kahlan hated that she had made such a promise 
and then failed to keep it. 

This girl was a little older, a little taller. Kahlan could see in her 
eyes, too, a kind of quiet comprehension of the true dimension of the 
threat before her. There was a kind of knowing caution in her copper 
eyes. But she was still a girl. Womanhood was still a mystery that lay 
just over her life’s horizon. 

Sister Armina suddenly smacked the girl. The blow spun her 
around, knocking her to the ground. The Sister pounced on her. The 
girl covered her head with her arms as she tried her best to get out an 
apology for asking for food. Sister Armina pawed at the girl’s clothes 
between striking her. 

When the Sister rose she held a knife that Kahlan didn’t recognize. 


She waggled it in the lanternlight, then tossed it to the ground at 
Sister Ulicia’s feet. “She was carrying this. Like you said, she probably 
intended to cut our throats after we’d gone to sleep.” 

“I intended no harm!” the girl cried out as Sister Ulicia raised her 
oak rod. 

Kahlan knew all too well what was coming and dove over the 
frightened girl, covering her, protecting her. 

Sister Ulicia’s rod came crashing down across Kahlan’s back instead, 
right over the spot where she had been hit earlier. The girl flinched at 
the crack of oak against bone. Kahlan cried out with the pain of the 
blow. 

With all her effort she pushed the young woman farther away from 
the Sisters, trying to keep her protected from harm. 

“Leave her be!” Kahlan yelled. “She’s just a child! She’s hungry, 
that’s all! She can’t hurt any of you!” 

In the grip of panic, the girl’s spindly arms clung to Kahlan’s neck, 
as if it were the lone root hanging at the edge of a cliff. If Kahlan 
could have killed the Sisters right then, she would have, but instead 
she did no more than protectively shield the girl; she knew that if she 
tried to fight them, the Sisters would pull her away for retaliation and 
then she could be no protection at all. This was the most Kahlan could 
do for the girl. 

Again, Sister Ulicia struck Kahlan across the back. Kahlan gritted 
her teeth against the pain. Again and again the woman landed blows 
with the rod. 

“Let the brat go!” Sister Ulicia yelled as she beat Kahlan. 

The girl panted in terror. 

“Its all right,” Kahlan managed between gasps for breath, “PI 
protect you. I promise.” 

The young woman whispered back a “thank you” in Kahlan’s ear. 

Besides her desperate desire to protect such an innocent child, 
Kahlan desperately didn’t want to lose this connection to the world. 
The girl knew that Kahlan existed. She could see her, hear her, 
remember her. Kahlan needed that lifeline back to the world of 
people. 

Sister Ulicia took a stride closer as she swung away at Kahlan, 
putting all her muscle into the beating. Kahlan knew she was in 
grievous trouble, but she was not going to willingly allow them to 
harm this girl as they had the last one. The girl had done nothing to 
deserve what Kahlan knew they would do to her. 

“How dare you—” 

“If you wish to kill someone,” Kahlan yelled up at Sister Ulicia, 
“then kill me, but leave her be! She’s no threat to you.” 


Sister Ulicia seemed content to do just that, growling with the effort 
of clubbing Kahlan, striking over and over in a frenzy. Kahlan was 
getting dizzy with the pain but she would not move to allow the Sister 
to get at the girl. 

The young woman hid under the protection of Kahlan’s larger 
frame, crying out with fright, not at what the Sisters might do to her, 
but in anguish for what they were doing to Kahlan. The rod made a 
sickening sound as it struck the back of Kahlan’s skull. It stunned her 
nearly senseless. Still, she would not let go of the young woman. 
Blood matted her hair and ran down her face. 

And then the rod broke against Kahlan’s back. The larger piece spun 
out into the night. Sister Ulicia stood panting, in a blind rage, holding 
a useless stub. Kahlan expected to be killed, but in a way she no 
longer cared. There was no possibility of escape. There was no future 
for her. If she couldn’t fight for the life of an innocent young woman 
then life was of no value to her. 

“Ulicia,” Armina whispered as she caught Ulicia’s wrist. “She sees 
Kahlan. Just like that man at the inn.” 

Sister Ulicia stared at her companion, seemingly startled by the 
idea. 

Sister Armina lifted an eyebrow. “We need to find out what’s going 
on.” 

Sister Cecilia, a sinister glare twisting her features, not having heard 
what Sister Armina had said, stepped closer and stood over Kahlan. 
“How dare you defy a Sister? We’re going to skin this brat alive and 
make you watch the whole thing to teach you a lesson.” 

“Sister?” The girl asked. “Are you all sisters?” 

The night suddenly seemed impossibly quiet. Kahlan’s world spun 
sickeningly. Each breath felt like knives twisting between her ribs. 
Tears from the pain of the blows ran down her face. She couldn’t stop 
trembling, but still she would not abandon the girl. 

Sister Ulicia tossed the end of the broken oak rod aside. “We are 
Sisters. What of it?” she asked, suspiciously. 

“Tovi told me to watch for you, although you don’t look to me 
much like Tovi’s sisters.” 

Everyone paused. 

“Tovi?” Sister Ulicia cautiously asked. 

The girl nodded. She peeked out past Kahlan’s shoulder. “She’s an 
older woman. She’s big, bigger than any of you, and she doesn’t really 
look like your sister, but she told me to go out and watch for her 
sisters. She said that the three of you had another woman with you.” 

“And why would a girl like you agree to do as Tovi asked?” 

The girl brushed her dark hair back from her face. She hesitated, 


then answered. “She is holding my grandfather captive. She said that 
if I didn’t do as she said, then she would kill him.” 

Ulicia smiled the way Kahlan imagined a snake would smile, if a 
snake could smile. “Well, well. I guess you really do know Tovi. 
Where is she, then?” 

Kahlan pushed herself up on an arm. The girl pointed toward the 
headland. “There. She is in a place with old books. She made me show 
her where the books were kept. She told me to guide you to her.” 

Sister Ulicia shared a look with the other two. “Perhaps she’s 
already located the central site in Caska.” 

Sister Armina cackled with relief as she jovially clapped Sister 
Cecilia on the back of the shoulder. Sister Cecilia returned the gesture 
in kind. 

“How far is it?” Sister Ulicia asked, suddenly eager. 

“Tt will take all of two days, maybe three, if we leave at first light in 
the morning.” 

Sister Ulicia peered off into the darkness for a moment. “Two or 
three days...” She turned back. “What’s your name?” 

“Jillian.” 

Sister Ulicia kicked Kahlan in the side, the unexpected blow rolling 
her off the girl. “Well, Jillian, you can have Kahlan’s bedroll. She 
won't be needing it. She’s going to stand for the night as punishment.” 

“Please,” Jillian said as she laid a hand on Kahlan’s arm, “if not for 
her, you would now be without a guide to the place where Tovi is. 
Please don’t punish her. She did you a favor.” 

Sister Ulicia considered a moment. “Pl tell you what, Jillian. Since 
you spoke up for our disobedient slave, I’ll let you make sure that she 
doesn’t sit down during the night. If she does disobey us, I will give 
her a beating that will leave her with a painful limp for the rest of her 
life. But you can prevent that by making sure she stands the entire 
night. What do you think of that?” 

Jillian swallowed, but didn’t answer. 

Sister Ulicia snatched Kahlan by the hair and hauled her to her feet. 
“Make sure she stays on her feet, or what we do to her will be your 
fault for not making sure that she did as she was told. Understand?” 

Jillian, her copper-colored eyes wide, nodded. 

Sister Ulicia smiled a sly smile. “Good.” She turned to the other two. 
“Come on. Let’s get some sleep.” 

After they had gone, Kahlan gently laid a hand on the top of the 
head of the girl sitting at her feet. 

“Glad to meet you, Jillian,” Kahlan whispered so that the Sisters 
wouldn’t hear. 

Jillian smiled up at her, and whispered. “Thank you for protecting 


me. Your promise was true.” She gently took Kahlan’s hand and held 
it to her cheek for a moment. “You are the bravest person I’ve seen 
since Richard.” 

“Richard?” 

“Richard Rahl. He was here before. He saved my grandfather, 
before, but now...” 

Jillian’s voice trailed off as she looked away from Kahlan’s gaze. 
Kahlan gently stroked the girl’s head, hoping to comfort her heartache 
for her grandfather. She gestured, pointing with her chin. 

“Go in that saddlebag, there, Jillian, and get yourself something to 
eat.” She was trembling from the pain, and wanted very much to lie 
down, but Kahlan knew that Sister Ulicia had not made an empty 
threat. “Then if you would, please... just sit with me for the night? I 
could use a friend tonight.” 

Jillian smiled up at her. It warmed Kahlan’s heart to see such a 
sincere smile. 

“In the morning you will have another friend to join us.” When 
Kahlan twitched a frown, Jillian pointed up at the sky. “I have a 
raven, named Lokey. In the day he will come and entertain us with 
some of his tricks.” 

Kahlan smiled at the very idea of having a raven for a friend. 

The girl squeezed Kahlan’s hand. “I won’t leave you tonight, Kahlan. 
I promise.” 

As much agony as she was in, as bleak as her future seemed, Kahlan 
was joyous. Jillian was alive. Kahlan had just won her first battle, and 
that accomplishment was exhilarating. 


Chapter 24 


As he walked among the gathered soldiers, Richard acknowledged 
their greetings with a smile and a nod. He was in no mood to smile, 
but he feared that the men would misunderstand it if he didn’t. Their 
eyes were filled with expectation and hope as they watched him make 
his way among them. Many a man stood silently with a fist over his 
heart, not just in salute but in pride. Richard could not begin to 
explain to each of these men the horrific things Shota had shown him, 
and so he smiled as warmly as he was able. 

Beyond the encampment, lightning flickered at the horizon. Even 
over the sounds of camp life, the thousands of men and horses, of the 
ring of blacksmiths’ hammers, the unloading of supplies, the 
provisions being distributed, the orders being shouted, Richard could 
hear the lightning’s ominous rumble rolling along the Azrith Plain. 
Angry thunderclouds gathered an ever-growing charge of black 
shadows under their skirts. The still, humid air was occasionally 
aroused by gusts that lifted flags and pennants to flapping attention. 
Almost as soon as it arrived, the wind would suddenly vanish, like an 
advance guard racing back to report to the gathering storm. 

No one seemed to care about the threatening sky, though. They all 
wanted to get a glimpse of Richard as he made his way through the 
encampment. There was a time when this very army was bound and 
determined to kill or capture him. But that was before Richard had 
become the Lord Rahl. 

Once he had taken on that responsibility, he had given these men 
the chance to stand for a worthy cause, rather than carry arms in 
service to tyranny. There had been some who had viewed that offer 
with open hatred. They turned instead to the cause of the Order and 
swept across the land with blind brutality, seeking to exterminate the 
very idea that any man had a right to his own life. 

But the rest of them, most of them in fact, had not just taken up 
Richard’s challenge, they had embraced it with the kind of fervor that 
only men who had lived under repression could. These men, the first 
in generations to be offered real freedom, truly grasped its meaning 
for their lives. They held on tenaciously to the chance to live in the 
kind of world Richard had shown them was possible. There was no 
greater nor more meaningful a gift these men could in turn give their 
families and loved ones than that chance to live life free, to live for 
themselves. Many had died in that noble effort. 

Much the same as the Mord-Sith, these men followed him now 
because they chose to, not because they were forced to. When they 
called him “Lord Rahl” it had meaning to them that it had never 
carried before. 


But these men now faced the edged steel that enforced a belief that 
said they and their loved ones had no right to their own lives. Richard 
did not doubt the hearts of these men, but he knew that they could 
not prevail in a battle against the vast numbers of Imperial Order 
invaders. This day of all days, he had to be the Lord Rahl. If there was 
to be a chance at a future worth living, Richard had to be the Lord 
Rahl in the purest sense, the Lord Rahl who cared about those he led. 
He had to make them see what he saw. 

Verna, hurrying along beside him, tightened her grip on his arm as 
she leaned a little closer. “You can’t imagine how uplifting it is for 
these men to see you before the battle they will be facing, Richard, the 
battle that prophecy has been foretelling for thousands of years. You 
just can’t imagine.” 

Richard doubted that the men could imagine what he was about to 
ask of them. 

He glanced over at Verna’s smile. “I know, Prelate.” 

Because they were steadily making headway south to meet the 
threat from the Imperial Order, the ride from the People’s Palace to 
catch up with them had taken considerably longer than the last time 
he had come to see these soldiers. Once the Order turned north up 
into D’Hara, this army was all that stood against them. These men 
were the last hope of the D’Haran Empire. That was their calling, their 
duty. 

And Richard knew without doubt that they would lose that battle. 

Richard’s task was to convince them of the certainty of their 
impending defeat and death. 

Cara and Nicci, right behind him, were practically walking on his 
heels. He didn’t think they needed to be that close to protect him, but 
he also knew that neither woman would likely take his word for it. 
When he glanced back over his shoulder, Nicci gave him a tight smile. 

He wondered what she would say once she heard what he was 
about to tell the soldiers. He supposed that she would understand. Of 
all those who would hear what he had to say, she was the one person 
he believed would understand. In fact, he was counting on it. Her 
understanding and support were sometimes all that kept him going. 
There were times when he had been ready to give up and Nicci had 
given him the strength to go on. 

Richard knew that Cara, on the other had, would welcome what he 
was about to say, if for entirely different reasons. 

Although Cara looked as grim as ever, as if she might have to kill 
the entire army should they suddenly turn to treason and attack 
Richard, he could tell by the way her fingers worked at a seam of her 
red leather outfit that she was eager to at last see General Meiffert— 


Benjamin—again. Since the last time they had been with these men 
she was a little less reticent about letting her feelings for the 
handsome D’Haran general be known. Richard suspected that Nicci 
had something to do with that. 

As overwhelmed as he felt about a world that seemed to be coming 
down around him, he was inwardly gratified that a Mord-Sith could 
ever come to have such feelings, and even more so that she would 
finally be willing to let them be known, at least to him. It was 
confirmation that, beyond the brutal training of these women, they 
were individuals who each had long-suppressed desires and 
aspirations that had not withered and died, and that the true person 
inside could again blossom. It was an affirmation of his belief in a 
better future, that there could be a better future, like finding a 
beautiful flower in a vast wasteland. 

As Richard marched past rows of tents, wagons, picketed horses, 
blacksmith stations, and supply areas, he could see men approaching 
from all directions, abandoning their evening chores of caring for 
animals, repairing gear, tending to supplies, cooking, and setting up 
yet more tents. A glance to the thick overcast told him that they 
would be smart to at least finish setting up their tents. 

Richard spotted General Meiffert among the sea of men in dark 
uniforms. He stood tall among officers outside a large command area. 
When Richard glanced back over his shoulder, he could see by Cara’s 
smile that she saw him as well. 

The assembled officers and men of rank were too many to fit into a 
tent, so they had gathered among a scattered boulder field. Awnings 
had been strung together over the area, anchored to the massive 
boulders, so that the men in the command center would be protected 
should the rain start. It didn’t look to Richard like it would protect 
them from any wind, but it would at least keep them mostly dry as 
they worked on the details of directing an army this large. 

Richard leaned a little toward Verna as thunder shook the ground. 
“Your Sisters will be there?” 

Verna nodded. “Yes. I sent runners to tell them that you wanted 
them there along with all the officers. There are a few on distant 
reconnaissance, but the rest will be there.” 

“Lord Rahl,” General Meiffert said as he clapped a fist to his heart. 

Richard bowed his head. “General. Glad to see you well. The men 
all look in order, as always.” 

“Thank you, Lord Rahl.” His blue eyes were already taking in Cara. 
He bowed at the waist to her. “Mistress Cara.” 

Cara actually smiled. “You are a happy sight for my eyes, 
Benjamin.” 


Had Richard not been so distressed about the things that had 
brought him to be there, he would have derived great pleasure from 
seeing them gaze into each other’s eyes. Richard remembered looking 
at Kahlan that way, remembered his inner joy at seeing her. 

Captain Zimmer, his shaped leather armor serving to accentuate his 
powerful build, stood not far behind the general. Some of the other 
officers, in similar if less simple uniforms, waited in a cluster nearby, 
while most were already assembled under the awning. The groups of 
men, engaged in earnest conversation, all fell quiet and turned to see 
Lord Rahl, the leader of the D’Haran Empire. Richard didn’t have time 
for pleasantries, so he dove right in. Likewise, the regular soldiers who 
had gathered all around stood silently watching. 

“Are all the officers and men of rank here, General?” Richard asked. 

The man nodded. “Yes, Lord Rahl. Every one of them in camp, 
anyway. There are some out on long-range patrol. Had we known of 
your arrival and wishes I would have recalled them, but as it is we 
would need some time to get them back here. If you wish, I will send 
word at once for them to return.” 

Richard lifted a hand to forestall the suggestion. “No, that’s not 
necessary. As long as most of them are assembled that will do. The 
rest can be briefed later.” 

There were far too many men in the encampment for Richard to be 
heard and understood by them all. His intent was to speak in detail to 
the officers and men of rank, and then have them spread the word 
among their own men. There were enough officers gathered for that 
task. 

The general, in a casual but clearly commanding manner, gestured 
to the men surrounding the command area, watching the great event. 
They immediately began to disperse, going back to their own work, 
while their commanders learned of their fate. 

General Meiffert held out an arm, inviting Richard and his escort in 
under the shelter. Richard first glanced at the sky, judging the chances 
to be good that the rain would soon start in earnest. In under the 
expansive tarp, hundreds of men were gathered tightly together. 
Richard tapped his fist to his heart, returning the collective, muffled 
thump of their sharp salutes. 

“I am here today,” Richard began as he scanned all the eyes 
watching him, “about the gravest of issues... the coming final battle 
with the advancing army of the Imperial Order. 

“There must be no confusion about what I will have to say. I need 
every one of you to understand what is at stake, what I am going to 
ask of you, and why. This is about all of our lives; I will not hold back 
anything from you and I will answer honestly and to the best of my 
ability anything you want to know. Please feel free to ask your 


questions, voice your objections, or even to disagree with certain 
points as I lay out what I’ve decided. I value your vast collective 
knowledge and skill. I trust in your ability and experience. 

“But I have had to weigh and consider matters outside your purview 
and on everything put together I have made my decision. I can 
appreciate that, absent such information, you many not entirely 
understand my reasoning, so I will do my best to explain it, but there 
will be no dissent about my conclusion.” 

Richard’s voice took on an edge of absolute resolve. “You will 
follow my orders.” 

The men all shared looks. This was as stern a command as any 
Richard had ever given them. 

In the afternoon hush, Richard began to slowly pace back and forth, 
choosing his words carefully. He finally gestured out to the crowd 
before him. 

“As officers, as men of command, what is it that preoccupies your 
minds the most?” 

After a moment’s confused silence, an officer to the side spoke up. “I 
suppose that we’re all thinking about what you’ve already mentioned, 
Lord Rahl: the final battle.” 

“That’s right, the final battle,” Richard said as he came to a halt and 
turned to the men. “That’s the common way we all think, that 
everything will come down to that defining moment, the climax of 
everyone’s effort, and that there will be a final, grand battle to decide 
it all—who wins, who loses, who rules, who serves, who lives, who 
dies. This is the way Jagang thinks as well.” 

“He wouldn’t be their leader if he didn’t,” an older officer said. 

Sporadic chuckles rippled through the assembled men. 

“True enough,” Richard said in a solemn voice. “Especially in the 
case of Emperor Jagang. His objective is to carry his cause to that final 
battle and in that concluding contest crush us once and for all. He is a 
very intelligent foe. He has gotten us to focus on that final battle. His 
strategy is working.” 

The laughter had died out. The men looked a little displeased that 
Richard would give the man so much credit. Soldiers like these didn’t 
like to grant their enemy too much mastery lest their own men suffer 
a failing of courage at fighting him. 

Richard had no interest in making Jagang seem less of a threat than 
he was. Quite the opposite; he wanted to give these men an accurate 
glimpse of what they were up against, and the true dimensions of the 
menace. 

“Jagang is a devotee of a game called Ja’La dh Jin.” Seeing some of 
the men nod, Richard knew that they had become at least somewhat 


familiar with the game. “He has his own Ja’La team, much like the 
Fellowship of Order has its own army. Jagang’s overriding concern, 
when he sends his team in to play, is to win at Ja’La. To that end he 
collected the biggest, toughest players for his team. He does not view 
it as a contest, a competition, as some do. He intends not merely to be 
victorious in any Ja’La match, but to overwhelm the opposition. 

“Jagang’s team once lost. His solution was not to try harder the next 
time, to train and coach his players, to do better the next time. He 
instead went out and got other players. He created a team of the 
biggest, strongest, fastest men. The translation of Ja’La dh Jin, by the 
way, is ‘the game of life.’ 

“In the beginning, when he was joining all the various kingdoms 
and lands of the Old World into one nation, Jagang lost battles. He 
learned the lessons of life. He got the biggest, meanest army he could 
and in the end he united the entire Old World under the banner of the 
Order. When he embarked on this war, at the behest of the Fellowship 
of Order, Jagang made sure that he would have at his disposal the 
resources necessary to insure that he would have a force large enough 
to do the job. You men would do no less. 

“Jagang occasionally still lost battles. Again he learned. He 
responded by calling upon those resources to see to it that he had 
more men. That’s how he approaches the goal of winning the war on 
behalf of the Order. The result is that today he has a force so 
overwhelming that he can crush all opposition. He knows that he will 
win. So, he looks forward to the final battle. 

“In addition, Emperor Jagang was a dream walker, a man with 
powers handed down to him through ancient magic. He used that 
ability to invade the minds of others not only to gain knowledge, but 
to control them. Today, as you know, he controls a number of gifted 
people, Sisters of the Light and the Dark among them. He thus 
commands both forces of steel and magic.” 

“Lord Rahl,” one of the older officers said, interrupting Richard’s 
pacing speech, “you dismiss our men too easily. Most of our army is 
made up of D’Haran forces and the rest we have trained. These men 
know what is at stake. They are not green recruits. They are 
experienced soldiers who know how to fight. We also have Verna and 
her Sisters, who had proven themselves. Along with these skilled 
soldiers and Sisters of the Light, we have right on our side.” 

“The Imperial Order is not predestined to lose just because they are 
evil. In the long run evil will turn in on itself, but for our lives and the 
lives of those we protect that is little comfort. Evil can still dominate 
mankind for a thousand years, two thousand, or even more before it 
eventually dies of its own poison.” 

Richard started pacing again as he spoke with great passion. “There 


are times in history when things might have gone either way but for 
the valiant efforts of some individuals, I grant you that. In fact, I am 
counting on it. This is the time when we decide what will be our 
future. This is the time when we must do what must be done, despite 
how painful it will be, if we and our children are to have a future. Our 
future, freedom’s future, hinges on us and what we do, on whether or 
not we succeed.” 

“Lord Rahl,” the older officer said with quiet assurance, “the men 
know that our backs are to the wall. They will fight, if that’s what 
you're suggesting.” 

Richard realized that the men weren’t understanding what he was 
getting at. He stopped and faced the men as he clasped his hands 
behind his back. In the back of his mind he could see the ghostly 
image that Shota had shown him of the bloody end of it all. It was like 
a weight trying to drag him under. 

Richard finally spoke. “I’ve always said that I can’t lead us into a 
final battle with the Order or we would lose. Things have happened 
since last I was with you men that make me believe that now more 
than ever before.” 

Rumblings of discontent matched the rumblings of thunder filling 
the gloomy afternoon air. Before they could object or take him off on 
a tangent, Richard went on. 

“The army of the Order is very soon going to be advancing up into 
D’Hara from the south on their way to the People’s Palace. You men 
are advancing south to meet them. They know that. They expect that. 
They want that. We are marching to Jagang’s orders. He is controlling 
our tactics. He is drawing us into a battle he knows we can’t win and 
that he can’t lose.” 

Voices of protest erupted, all shouting that the future wasn’t fixed, 
that they could prevail. 

Richard held up a hand to halt the voices. “While the future isn’t 
fixed, reality is what it is. As soldiers you plan your tactics according 
to what you know, not what you wish. 

“Even if by some miracle we were able to win this looming battle, it 
would turn out not to be decisive. Such a battle would end up merely 
being a fight we won at a great cost, while the Order would simply 
come right back at us again with an even larger force. Even if we were 
to win the impending battle—which I know we can’t—we would then 
have to fight another battle against even more men, and then another. 

“Why? Because each time we fight them we lose men and get 
weaker. We have little reserves to call upon. Each time Jagang needs 
them, he gets a steady stream of nearly limitless reinforcements and 
only gets stronger. 


“We would lose in the end for one very simple reason: no war is 
ever won defensively. While a defensive battle can be won, a war 
cannot be won defensively.” 

“So,” an officer asked, “what do you propose? That we sue for 
peace?” 

Richard dismissed the idea with a casual, if irritated, gesture. “The 
Order would grant no peace terms. Maybe long ago, in the beginning, 
they would have accepted our surrender, allowed us to bow and kiss 
their boots, allowed us to put on the chains of slavery, but not now. 
Now they want only a victory bought and paid for with our blood. But 
what difference would it have made? Either way, the end result would 
be the same: the murder and subjugation of us and our people. How 
we lose, for the most part, is irrelevant. Surrender or defeat ends with 
the same result. One way or the other all is lost.” 

“Then... what?” the man stammered in a heated voice. “Fight on 
until we are finally killed or captured?” 

The men stared at the red-faced officer who had spoken. These men 
had been fighting the Order for a long time. They were not hearing 
anything they didn’t already know. Still, fighting the invaders was all 
they could do. It was their duty. It was the only thing they knew. 

Richard turned and took in Cara. Standing there in her red leather, 
her feet spread, her hands clasped behind her back, she looked like 
she believed she could take on the Order all by herself. 

Richard gestured to the woman standing beside Cara. “Nicci, here, 
once served on their side.” When he heard the whispers about an 
enemy among them, he added, “Much the same as all of you were 
once in the service of tyranny when you served Darken Rahl, and 
some of you even his father, Panis Rahl. You had no choice. Darken 
Rahl did not care what you wanted to do with your lives. He only 
cared that you followed his orders. Now, when given a choice, you 
have committed to our cause. Nicci has as well. 

“The men of the Order are different. You were fighting because you 
were made to under threat of violence or even death. They are 
fighting because they believe in a cause. They hunger to fight. They 
want to be a part of their war effort. 

“Since she was there, with Jagang, Nicci has firsthand knowledge. 
She has seen things that may help put it into perspective for you.” 

Richard turned again to Nicci. She looked like a statue, her skin 
smooth and fair, her blond hair tumbled down over her shoulders. 
There was nothing about her face, her figure, that Richard would have 
changed if he were the one to carve a statue of her. She was a picture 
of beauty, who had seen ugliness beyond imagining. 

“Nicci, please tell these men what will happen to them if they are 


captured by the Imperial Order.” 

Richard had no idea what she would say, what she knew, but he did 
know, especially from the things Jebra had told them, that the Order 
had only contempt for life. 

“The Order does not execute their captives immediately.” With 
deadly calm, Nicci glided one step closer to all the men staring at her. 
She waited at Richard’s side until the silence was painful and she had 
the undivided attention of every man before her. “First,” she said, 
“every man captured is castrated.” 

A collective gasp went up from the assembled men. 

“After that, after they have suffered unendurable agony and 
humiliation, the ones still alive are put to torture. The ones who 
survive the torture are finally put to death in one brutal fashion or 
another. 

“Those who surrender to the Order without a fight are spared such 
treatment. That is the design behind the cruelty toward captives—to 
strike fear into a potential adversary so that they will surrender 
without a fight. Their treatment of civilians in captured cities is just as 
brutal and it has the same goal in mind. As a result, many cities have 
fallen to the Order without a fight. 

“You men have fought them long and hard. You would not be 
spared any of it. If you are caught by Jagang’s forces there is no hope 
for you. You will be made to wish with all your hearts that you had 
never been born. Death will be your only release. 

“Not that it matters. Life under the Order is not much different than 
waiting for death at the hands of the Order. Life under the Order is a 
slow, grinding death in itself. It just takes longer; the misery of it 
stretches out over years. 

“Only those who hate life, and everything good, prosper. The Order, 
in fact, fosters and encourages those who hate the good aspects of life. 
Their teachings are, after all, formed from a bitter hatred for the good. 
The environment such beliefs create is one of universal misery. The 
haters relish the misery of others, since the good angers them. If 
captured, these haters would be your masters.” 

The men stood in stunned silence. In that silence, Richard heard the 
gentle patter of rain on the awning stretched overhead. The storm was 
rolling in on them. 

Nicci spoke offhandedly into the silence. “The fried testicles of their 
enemies are a prized treat for the soldiers of the Imperial Order. The 
camp followers will scour a battlefield after a battle, looking for loot 
and any wounded enemy still alive that they can castrate. Those 
precious, bloody gems harvested from a living enemy are a valuable 
and sought-after commodity during the drunken celebration after a 


victory. The soldiers believe that such a delicacy gives them greater 
strength and virility. Afterwards, they turn their attention to their 
women captives.” 

Richard pinched the bridge of his nose between a thumb and first 
finger. “Anything else?” 

Nicci raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that enough?” 

Richard heaved a sigh as he let his hand drop. “I guess so.” 

He turned back to the men. “The simple truth is that there is no way 
you can win the coming battle. You are going to lose.” 

Richard took a deep breath and finally uttered the unspeakable 
words he had come to say. 

“That is why there will be no final battle. We will not fight Emperor 
Jagang and his army of the Imperial Order. As Lord Rahl, leader of the 
D’Haran Empire, I refuse to allow such an act of pointless self- 
destruction. We will not fight them. 

“Instead, I have come to disperse our army. There will be no final 
battle. Jagang will have the New World unopposed.” 

Richard saw tears filling the eyes of many a man. 


Chapter 25 


Richard’s words were received like a slap. 

An angry officer shouted, “Then why should we fight?” He swept an 
arm around at his fellows. “We’ve been at this war for years. Many of 
our fellow soldiers are no longer here, with us, because they have 
sacrificed their lives to preserve our cause and loved ones. If there is 
no chance, if we are just going to lose in the end, then why have we 
bothered to fight? Why should we bother to continue in this struggle?” 

Richard smiled bitterly. “That’s the whole point.” 

“What point?” the man growled. 

“If people see no chance for triumph, no chance to win, and see 
instead that they face only ruin and death, then they begin to lose 
their will to fight. If they see that they have no chance to spread their 
beliefs, that they face only death if they continue to try to do so, then 
they will begin to want to forget all about such a war.” 

If anything, the man was only getting angrier, as were many of the 
other officers. “So you’re telling us to forget about the war? That we 
can’t win against the will of the Order? That since we can’t win there 
is nothing to fight for?” 

Richard clasped his hands behind his back as he lifted his chin with 
resolve. He waited until he was sure that he had every ear. 

“No. Pm telling you that I want to make the people of the Old 
World feel that way.” 

The men frowned in confusion, muttering questions among 
themselves. They quickly quieted down as Richard went on. 

“Jagang is bringing his army up into D’Hara. He wants to meet us in 
battle. Why? Because he believes he can defeat us. I believe he is 
right. I don’t believe this because you men lack anything in bravery, 
training, strength, or skill, but simply because I know how vast his 
resources are. I’ve spent time down in the Old World. I know how vast 
the place is. To an extent, because I have traveled through the Old 
World, I know how many people they have, how much livestock, 
crops, and other assets. I’ve seen; these things on a scale I’ve never 
seen before. They have reserves you cannot even begin to imagine. 

“Jagang has amassed an enormous force of savage men who are 
devoted to their beliefs. They intend to crush everyone and everything 
opposing them. They lust to be conquering heroes, to spread their 
faith. Jagang has been provided with everything his experience tells 
him he will need, and then he doubled it. Just to be certain, he then 
doubled it again. 

“Jagang does not hold perverse moral notions of warfare fought by 
employing no more assets than an opponent possesses—of some kind 
of fabricated fairness imposed on the act of mortal combat. He has no 


interest in an equal contest—nor should he. He is interested only in 
mastering us. That is his task. : 

“To that end, they want us to defend from the position of our 
greatest vulnerability, fight from our weakest footing—on the 
battlefield, in a traditional final battle. That is what all of Jagang’s 
efforts have been dedicated to because it’s what everyone expects. 
They want to meet us this way because we don’t stand a chance 
against their numbers. There is simply no way that we have enough 
forces to prevail. They will then crush us. 

“Afterwards, they will celebrate their great victory—as if the 
accomplishment was ever in doubt—by frying up all your testicles and 
then in a drunken orgy they will rape your wives and sisters and 
daughters!” 

Richard leaned toward the men and jabbed a finger at his temple. 
“Think! Are you so mired on the concept of a traditional final battle 
that you have forgotten its purpose? Are you putting the ‘the way it’s 
always been done’ ahead of the reason for doing it? The sole reason 
for such a battle is to prevail over the enemy, to settle the matter once 
and for all. That concept of a final battle has evolved into thinking 
that it’s the way it must be done because that is the way it has always 
been done. 

“Stop being pointlessly tied to that idea. Think. Stop being blinded 
by what you have done before. Stop throwing yourselves into your 
graves as if by rote. Think—think—about how to accomplish our 
objective.” 

“You mean to say that you have a better idea than fighting them?” a 
younger officer asked. Like most of the men, he looked truly puzzled. 

Richard took a breath in an effort to get a grip on his temper. He 
lowered his voice and looked among all the sober faces as he went on. 

“Yes. Instead of doing the expected and throwing ourselves into a 
final battle, I simply want to destroy them. That is, after all, the root 
objective of a grand final battle. If such a battle will not accomplish 
that objective, then we must find another way. 

“Unlike those who fight for the beliefs of the Order, none of us 
needs to brag about a glorious victory on the field of battle. There is 
no glory in such things. There is simply success or failure. Failure 
means a new dark age. Success means we live free. Civilization hangs 
in the balance. It’s as simple as that. 

“There is no narrowly defined field of battle in such a struggle for 
life, such a struggle for our very survival against men driven by a 
desire to murder us because they think we have no right to exist. Such 
a struggle is not a fight over a plot of ground, a war over turf, but is 
based in the minds of men, based in the very ideas that motivate 
them. 


“Our loved ones will not be better served by a victory on a 
battlefield; they will only be served if we prevail in this struggle of 
ideas.” 

General Meiffert finally lifted a hand to speak. “Lord Rahl, if not by 
meeting them in combat, then how do you propose we accomplish 
such a task against a. foe that you have just explained is so vast that it 
is unbeatable? After all, even if it is their beliefs that drive them, it is 
their swords that we must deal with.” 

Men nodded, happy that their general had asked the question they 
all had in mind. It was also the question Richard had been waiting for. 
He had discouraged their hope of a victory in a traditional battle by 
throwing out their mindset. Now he had to show them how to win the 
war. 

As the drumbeat of rain on the tarp overhead increased, Richard, 
hands clasped behind his back, appraised all the faces watching him. 
“You must be the thunder and lightning of freedom. You must be 
vengeance unleashed against a people with corrupt ideas that have 
not just allowed evil to dwell in their hearts, but authorized and 
advocated it. 

“We must fight the war our way. We must fight it for what it really 
is—not armies on a field of battle acting as surrogates for ideas, but a 
war for the future of mankind. 

“As such, it is a war in which the Old World is totally committed, in 
which everyone on their side has dedicated themselves to the struggle. 
They are passionate about their cause. They believe in what they are 
doing. They think they have right on their side, that they are acting 
morally, that they are fulfilling the Creator’s wishes, and so they are 
justified in murdering whoever they wish in order to define how 
mankind will live. 

“They are all investing their property, their labor, their wealth, and 
their lives in the struggle. Their people—not just their army—want to 
subjugate us and make us bend to their beliefs. They want us to be 
slaves to their faith, just as they are. They encourage their army to 
attack innocent people here, in the New World, in order to force their 
beliefs on us. They want us, as followers of the same faith as they, to 
sacrifice our lives to that faith, to live the lives they wish us to live, to 
dictate what our children will believe... by force if necessary. 

“All the people who believe in the ways of the Order, who 
contribute, who encourage, who support, who pray for their soldiers 
to crush us, are part of their war effort. Each of those people adds 
something to their cause. As such, they are just as much the enemy as 
the soldiers swinging the swords for them. They are the ones who feed 
their blades with a supply of young men and everything they need to 
come after us, from food to moral support and encouragement.” 


Richard pointed south. “In fact, those people who make this war 
possible are perhaps even more of an enemy because each one is a 
silent enabler who wishes us harm from afar, who hates by choice, 
who believes that there is no consequence for them forcing their will 
on us. 

“Loot and plunder goes back to reward their support. Slaves are sent 
back to labor for them. Blood and tears are extracted to enforce their 
demands for faith. 

“These people have made the choice to believe, made the choice to 
think that they have a right to our lives, made the choice to do 
anything necessary to rule us. There must be consequences to the 
choices they have made, especially when their choices ruin the lives of 
others who have done them no harm.” 

Richard opened his hands. “And how are we to accomplish this?” 

He drew his hands into fists. “We must bring this war home to the 
people who support and encourage it. It must not simply be the lives 
of our friends, our families, our loved ones who are thrown into the 
bloody cauldron these people of the Old World stoke. It must now be 
their lives as well. 

“They see this as a struggle for the future of mankind. I intend to 
see that it is. I want them to fully understand that if they set out to 
murder and subjugate us—for whatever reason—then there will be 
consequences. 

“From this day forward, we will fight a real war, a total war, a war 
without mercy. We will not impose pointless rules on ourselves about 
what is ‘fair.’ Our only mandate is to win. That is the only way we, 
our loved ones, our freedom will survive. Our victory is all that is 
moral. I want any supporter of the Order to pay the price for their 
aggression. I want them to pay with their fortunes, their future, their 
very lives. 

“The time has come to go after these people with nothing but cold 
black rage in our hearts.” 

Richard lifted a fist. “Crush their bones to blood and dust!” 

There was a moment of silence as everyone took a collective breath, 
and then a thunderous cheer erupted, as if they had all secretly known 
that they had no chance to succeed and that they were doomed to face 
only death and failure in the end, but now they had been shown that 
there was a way. There was, at last, a real chance to save their homes 
and loved ones, to save the future. 

Richard let the revelry go on for a time, then held up a hand to 
make them listen as he went on. 

“The army of the Order has the support of the people of their 
homeland. The soldiers of the Order each know that their families, 


friends, and neighbors support them. The men of the Order need to 
hear from those back in the Old World. What I want the men of the 
Order to hear are wails of agony. I want them to know that their 
homes are being gutted, their cities and towns leveled, their 
businesses and crops destroyed, and their loved ones left with nothing. 

“The Order preaches that life in this world is nothing but misery. 
Make it so. Strip away the thin veneer of civilization they so despise.” 

Richard looked to Verna and the women with her, Sisters of the 
Light, all. “They hate magic; make them terrified of it. They think 
those with magic must be destroyed; make them believe that they 
can’t be. They want a world without magic; make them wish only not 
to anger us ever again. They want to conquer; make them want only 
to surrender.” 

As the lightning crackled through the gloomy afternoon air, and the 
wind-driven rain beat against the awning overhead, Richard turned 
his attention back to the men. When the latest crackle of thunder died 
out, he went on. 

“To accomplish our purpose, we must have a coordinated plan 
aimed at every facet of the threat. To this end, some of our forces 
must be devoted to the important goal of hunting and killing their 
supply trains. Those trains are essential to the Order’s survival. They 
not only get the reinforcements they need, but those trains send a 
steady stream of supplies that they must have in order to survive. The 
Imperial Order forces plunder as they go, but it’s nowhere near 
enough to sustain them. Their overwhelming size is also a 
vulnerability. We must deny them those supplies they need to survive 
here in such numbers. We must cut that vital link. If the Imperial 
Order’s soldiers starve to death they are just as dead. Any Order 
soldier who dies of starvation is one less we have to worry about. 
That’s all that matters to us. 

“Also, the recruits coming up from the south will be much more 
vulnerable since they will not yet have joined up with experienced 
men, or be in massive numbers. They are poorly trained and little 
more than young thugs going off to rape and pillage. Slaughter them 
before they go north and have the chance. It will be ever more 
difficult to enlist new recruits if they are being killed on their own soil 
before they can ever go off to kill helpless strangers. Even better if 
they are small units just assembling in their home towns. Bring the 
war to them. Kill them before they have a chance to bring it to us. If 
young men know that if they volunteer they will never get to be 
heroes, never get their hands on plunder and young captive women, 
and see that they will not make it far before they are set upon by men 
who don’t fight as they expected, don’t throw themselves into a futile 
final battle against impossible odds, their passion for joining the fight 


will turn icy cold. If it doesn’t, then they can die, too, before they ever 
have a chance to join the army to the north. Seeing the bodies of these 
young heroes-to-be rotting on their doorsteps will help us crush the 
spirit of the people of the Old World.” 

Richard appraised the intent gazes before going on. “The idea of a 
final battle dies here, dies today. Today we dissolve into thin air. After 
today there will be no D’Haran Empire army that the Imperial Order 
can engage in a final battle and destroy. They want to do this, after 
all, in order to strip our people of our protection, leaving them naked 
and vulnerable. We are not going to allow that. Today we start 
fighting this war a new way—our way—a way rationally thought out, 
a way that will win. 

“I want everyone in the Old World to fear you as if you were 
avenging spirits. Beginning today, you will become the phantom 
D’Haran legions. 

“No one will know where you are. No one will know when you will 
strike. No one will know where you will strike next. But I want 
everyone in the Old World to know without any doubt whatsoever 
that you will come after them and you will strike as if the underworld 
itself were about to open up and annihilate them. I want them to fear 
the phantom D’Haran legions as if you are death itself. 

“They wish to die so that they may enter the everlasting glory of the 
afterlife... deliver them their wish.” 

One of the men toward the back cleared his throat, then spoke up. 
“Lord Rahl, innocent people down there are going to die. These aren’t 
soldiers we will be attacking. A lot of children are going to die in this 
kind of thing.” 

“Yes, that is unfortunately true, but don’t let your mind be clouded 
or your determination turned aside by such a spurious and irrelevant 
charge. The Order is responsible for conducting a war of aggression 
against innocent people who have done them no harm—including 
women and children. We seek only to end the aggression as swiftly as 
possible. 

“It’s true that innocent people—including children—will be hurt or 
killed. What is the alternative? Continuing to sacrifice good people out 
of fear of harming someone innocent? We are all innocent. Our 
children are all innocent. They are being harmed, now. The Order’s 
rule will eventually harm everyone, including all those children in the 
Old World. The Order will turn many of them into monsters. Many 
more people will die in the end if the Order wins. 

“Moreover, the lives of the people in the Old World are not our 
responsibility, they are the Order’s responsibility. We did not start this 
war and attack them—they attacked us. Our only proper course of 
action is to end the war as swiftly as possible. This is the only way to 


do that. In the end, this is the most humane thing we can do because 
in the end this will mean the least loss of life. 

“Whenever possible you should of course avoid harming innocent 
people, but that is not your overriding objective. Ending the war is 
your objective. To do that, we must destroy their ability to wage war. 
As soldiers, that is the responsibility. 

“We are defending our right to exist. If we succeed we will, as a 
consequence, help countless others to live free as well. But it is not 
our aim to free their people. If they wish to be free then they can join 
with us in our efforts. 

“As a matter of fact, I know people in the Old World who have 
already revolted against the Order and are with us in this struggle. A 
simple blacksmith named Victor and his forces in Altur’Rang, for 
example, have lit the flame of freedom in the Old World and already 
fight with us. Wherever you can find these people who hunger to be 
free you should encourage them and enlist their support. They will 
willingly see their towns and cities burn if those blazes destroy the 
vermin who eat away at their lives. 

“In all you do, never forget that your aim is to stop the Order from 
killing us and to do that we must make them lose their will to fight. 
To do that, we must take the war to them. 

“T grieve for innocent lives lost, but their loss is a direct result of the 
immoral actions of the Order. We have no responsibility to sacrifice 
our lives to prevent innocent people on their side being harmed. We 
cannot be responsible for their lives in such a struggle not of our 
making. 

“We have every right to defend our right to exist. Don’t let anyone 
ever tell you otherwise. The threat must be eliminated. Anything else 
is just whistling on your way to your grave.” 

The men all stood somber and still under the billowing awning 
protecting them from the downpour. None had any argument to offer. 
They had been fighting a losing battle for a long time. They had seen 
thousands die. They understood that there was now no other way. 

Richard gestured to Captain Zimmer, a young, square-jawed, bull- 
necked man who stood with his arms folded across his massive chest. 
He was immersed in total concentration as he’d listened to Richard. 
The man had become the head of the special forces when Kahlan had 
promoted Captain Meiffert to commanding general of the D’Haran 
forces. Kahlan had also told Richard that Captain Zimmer and his men 
were very good at what they did, that they were experienced, 
businesslike under stress, tireless, fearless, and coolly efficient at 
killing. What made most soldiers blanch made them grin. Kahlan had 
also told him that they collected the ears of the enemy. 

“Captain Zimmer, as part of our new, coordinated operation, I have 


a special job for you.” 

The man beamed with an infectious smile as he dropped his arms 
and stood up straighter. “Yes, Lord Rahl?” 

“Of primary importance is the elimination of anyone—anyone— 
who preaches the tenets of the Order. These people are the fount of 
hate, the source of the corrupt beliefs that poison life. 

“The Fellowship of Order has set their goal on the conquest of all of 
mankind for the purpose of bringing all people under their strict 
teachings. 

They advocate the killing of all those who don’t bow to their beliefs. 
The ideas of these men are the spark that ignites murder. Were it not 
for those teachings, they would not be here killing people. 

“The Order is a viper that exists because of their beliefs, their ideas, 
their teachings. That viper stretches here all the way from the heart of 
the Old World. From this moment on, your objective is to behead this 
snake. Kill every man who preaches their beliefs. If they give a speech, 
the next morning I want their body found in the middle of a very 
public place, and I want it to be clear to all that they did not die of 
natural causes. I want it known that professing the beliefs of the Order 
is asking for a swift death. 

“How you kill them is irrelevant, but kill them we must. When they 
are dead they can no longer spread their poison and raise the passions 
of other men to kill us. That is your job: kill them. The less time you 
take killing one, the sooner you can kill others. 

“Keep in mind, though, that the high priests of the Fellowship of 
Order are gifted. While you must be cautious and aware that these 
men are wizards, also keep in mind that even such wizards still have 
hearts that pump blood through their veins. An arrow will kill them as 
surely as any other man. 

“T know, because not long ago I was nearly killed by an arrow fired 
in a surprise attack on my camp.” Richard gestured to the two woman 
behind him. “I was fortunate in that Cara and Nicci were there to save 
my life. The point is that, despite their power, these men are 
vulnerable. You can eliminate them. 

“After all, how often have I heard you men say that you will be the 
steel against steel so that I can be the magic against magic? Implicit in 
that maxim is the fundamental truth that the gifted are mortal and 
vulnerable to the same perils as all men. 

“T know that you and your men will find ways to eliminate these 
men. I want every man who preaches the hate of the Order’s beliefs to 
find that death is the consequence. There must be no doubt of the 
hard truth that they are not going to escape that fate just because they 
are gifted. You and your men are to deliver that truth to them. 


“This is, after all, about truth and illusion, a battle over which of 
those concepts mankind will serve. They preach an illusion of beliefs 
in things that are not real, of faith and fantasy, of kingdoms in other 
worlds, of punishments and rewards after we no longer exist. They kill 
to force people to bow to that faith. 

“The counter to that is the reality of our promise of the consequence 
of harming us. That promise must be kept. That promise must be true. 
If we fail in this struggle, then mankind will slip into a long, dark 
age.” 

Richard looked out over the silent men and spoke quietly, but in a 
tone that every man heard. “I am counting on the experience and 
judgment of you men to accomplish what we must. If you see 
something you think is useful to them, destroy it. If anyone tries to get 
in your way, kill them. I want their crops, homes, towns, and cities 
burned to the ground. I want to see the Old World burning all the way 
from here. I don’t want one brick left standing atop another. I want 
the Old World to suffer such ruin that they no longer possess the 
ability to extend their murderous intent to others. I want their will to 
fight broken. I want their spirits crushed. 

“I trust that you men will be able to come up with ways to 
accomplish all this. Don’t be limited by what I tell you. Think about 
what is a valuable resource to them and what would make it a good 
target for us. Think of how best to carry out your new orders.” 

He watched the eyes of men who were being called upon to do what 
they had never expected would be their job. “There will be no final 
battle with the army of the Order. We will not face them in the way 
they wish. Instead, we will haunt them into their graves.” 

The gathered officers all clapped fists to their hearts. 

Richard turned again to Captain Zimmer. “You have my orders as to 
your specific objective. Be ruthless. There is to be no alternative 
allowed for these men. Their death is the only result that is 
acceptable. Make it swift, sure, and without mercy.” 

Captain Zimmer stood tall. “Thank you, Lord Rahl, for allowing me 
and my men to rid the world of those who preach this poison.” 

“There’s one other thing I’d like you and your men to do for me.” 

“Yes, Lord Rahl?” 

“Bring me their ears.” 

Captain Zimmer smiled as he put a fist to his heart. “There will be 
no escape or mercy for them, Lord Rahl. I will bring you proof.” 

As they put their minds to their new goal, the officers all began 
coming forward with suggestions for both targets and methods of 
destroying them. Their enthusiasm enlivened their faces, as if they had 
gotten so used to the idea that there was no choice but to be worn 


down by an implacable enemy, that their faces had taken on creases 
as they sagged with the burden. Now Richard could see a new vigor in 
them, an excitement that there was a solution, an end in sight. 

Men offered ideas of salting fields, poisoning water supplies with 
rotting, infected carcasses and corpses, destroying dams, cutting down 
orchards, slaughtering livestock, and torching mills. Nicci discouraged 
some suggestions, explaining why they wouldn’t work or would 
involve too much effort, and offered alternatives in their place. She 
refined other ideas to make them more devastating. 

To a degree, Richard was sickened by the things he heard and the 
knowledge that he was the architect of such mayhem, but then he 
thought about the vision Shota had given him of Kahlan, of how those 
very horrors and more were real for uncounted innocent people, and 
he was gratified that they were at last striking back in a way that had 
a chance to end such horrors. The Order, after all, had brought this on 
themselves. 

“Time is of the essence,” Richard told the officers and gathered 
Sisters. “Every day that passes the Order captures more places, 
subjugates, tortures, rapes, and murders yet more people.” 

“T agree,” General Meiffert said. “This can’t be a march south.” 

“No, it can’t,” Richard said. “I want you to ride fast and strike hard. 
The Order has a huge army and everywhere they go in the New World 
falls to their swords. But, because of their size, they are ponderous. It 
takes them a long time to move across the land. Jagang uses his slow 
speed as a tactic; it makes each city that lies in his path suffer the 
agony of waiting, imagining what will become of them. It gives fear 
time to build until it is unendurable. 

“We actually have an advantage in that if we use cavalry and keep 
the units small and nimble, we can strike like lightning in one place 
after another. They seek to roll in on cities, envelop, and occupy them. 
We must not be drawn into that kind of drain on manpower and 
effort. We must simply lay waste to everything we can and then 
immediately move on to the next target. We must make everyone in 
the Old World feel fear, feel that there is no safety from our 
vengeance.” 

A bearded officer gestured out at the camp. “There’s not nearly 
enough horses to turn the whole army into cavalry.” 

“Then you need to quickly find horses for all the men,” Cara said. 
“Get them wherever you can.” 

The officer scratched his beard as he considered. He smiled at Cara. 
“Don’t you worry, we’ll find a way to do just that.” 

Another man spoke up. “I know of a number of places in D’Hara 
where horses are raised. I think we can gather what we'll need in 


relatively short order.” When Richard nodded his approval, he tapped 
a fist to his heart. “Pll see to it immediately,” he said before making 
his way out into the rain. 

“The army needs to be broken into smaller units,” Richard said to 
General Meiffert after the officer hurried past. “We don’t want them to 
stay together in a large force.” 

The general stared off as he considered. “We’ll form them into a 
number of strike-forces and send them south immediately. They will 
have to depend on their own resources, make do for themselves. They 
can’t rely on command to direct all the details of their actions or 
supply them with anything.” 

“We’ll need to set up some communication,” one of the older 
officers said, “but you’re right, I don’t think that it will be possible to 
coordinate everyone. We need to give everyone clear instructions and 
then let them do their job. There is plenty of Old World to attack.” 

“It would be best if they didn’t keep in communication,” Nicci said. 
When a number of men stared at her she went on. “Any messengers 
who are captured will be tortured. The Order has experts in torture. 
Any man who is captured will tell what he knows. If all the units keep 
in communication, then they can be betrayed. If anyone captured 
doesn’t know where other units are, then they can’t betray that 
information.” 

“Sounds like wise advice,” Richard said. 

“Lord Rahl,” General Meiffert said in a cautious tone, “our entire 
army unleashed on the Old World, without an opposing force to check 
them, will wreak unprecedented devastation. Set loose with such a 
goal, all of them cavalry, well, they will lay waste to the Old World on 
a scale never previously known.” 

The man was giving Richard one last chance to change his mind, 
and a last chance to make it clear that he would not lose his sense of 
purpose at their expense. Richard didn’t shy away from the implied 
question. He instead took a deep breath as he clasped his hands 
behind his back. 

“You know, Benjamin, I remember a time when the mere mention 
of D’Haran soldiers struck fear into my heart.” 

The men nearby nodded in regret for an edge lost. 

“By drawing us into a final battle that we can’t possibly win,” 
Richard told them, “Jagang has succeeded in making D’Haran soldiers 
look weak and vulnerable. We are no longer feared. Because they now 
see us as weak, they think they can do as they will with us. 

“T believe that this is our last chance to win the war. If we let it slip 
away, we are lost. 

“I don’t want this chance wasted. Nothing is to be spared. I want 


Jagang to receive word from messenger after messenger that all of the 
Old World is burning. I want them to think that the underworld itself 
has opened up to swallow them. 

“I want to again make people tremble in paralyzing fear at the very 
idea of avenging D’Haran soldiers coming after them. I want every 
man, woman, and child from the Old World to fear the phantom 
legions of D’Harans from the north. I want everyone in the Old World 
to come to hate the Order for bringing such suffering down upon 
them. I want a howl to raise from the Old World to end the war. 

“That’s all I have to say, gentlemen. I don’t think we have a moment 
to lose, so let’s get to it.” 

Men filled with a new resolve saluted as they filed past Richard, 
thanking him and saying that they would get the job done. Richard 
watched them dashing out into the steady rain toward their troops. 

“Lord Rahl,” General Meiffert said as he stepped closer, “I just want 
you to know that even if you aren’t with us, you have led us in the 
coming battle. While it may not be one big battle like everyone was 
expecting, you have given the men something they would not have 
had without you. If this works, then your leadership is what will have 
reversed the course of the war.” 

Richard watched the rain dripping off the edge of the canvas 
awning in a curtain of beaded water. The ground was turning muddy 
beneath the boots of the soldiers as they dashed in every direction. 
The sight reminded Richard of the vision of kneeling in the mud, his 
wrists bound behind his back, a knife at his throat. In his mind he 
could hear Kahlan screaming his name. He remembered his 
helplessness, his sense of his world ending. He had to swallow back 
the unbidden, rising terror. The sound of Kahlan’s screams made his 
very marrow ache. 

Verna stepped up beside the general. “He’s right, Richard. I don’t 
like the idea of pulling people other than soldiers into the fight, but 
everything you said is true. They are the ones who brought this about. 
This is about survival of civilization itself and in that, they have made 
themselves part of the battle. There is no other way. The Sisters will 
do as you have asked, you have my word as Prelate.” 

Richard had feared that she would hold out against the plan. He 
was too grateful for words that she had not. He embraced her tightly 
and whispered, “Thank you.” 

He had always believed that those on his side had to not only 
understand the reasons they were fighting, but to do so with or 
without him, do so for themselves. He now believed that they did 
grasp the truth of everything at stake, and would fight not just 
because it was their duty, but for themselves. 

Verna held Richard out at arm’s length and peered into his eyes. 


“What’s wrong?” 

Richard shook his head. “I’m just so sick of the terrible things that 
are happening to people. I just want this nightmare to end.” 

Verna showed him a small smile. “You have shown us the way to 
make that come about, Richard.” 

“What part do you plan to play in this, Lord Rahl?” the general 
asked when Richard turned away from Verna. “If I might ask, that is.” 

Richard sighed as he put his mind back to the matter at hand. As he 
did, the terrible vision faded. “I’m afraid that there is serious trouble 
with magic. The Imperial Order army is only one of the threats that 
must be dealt with.” 

General Meiffert frowned. “What sort of trouble?” 

Richard didn’t think he could explain the whole story again, so he 
kept it short and to the point. “The woman who made you a general is 
missing. She is in the hands of some of the Sisters of the Dark.” 

The man looked completely puzzled. “Made me general?” He 
squinted off into the haze of his memory. “I can’t recall...” 

“It’s all wrapped up in the trouble that has developed with magic.” 

The general and Verna shared a look. 

“It was Lord Rahl’s wife, Kahlan,” Cara said. “She’s the one, 
Benjamin, who named you general.” His expression turned to 
astonishment. Cara shrugged. “It’s a long story for another time,” she 
added as she laid a hand on his shoulder. “None of us but Lord Rahl 
remembers her. It was a spell called Chainfire.” 

“Chainfire?” Verna grew yet more suspicious. “What Sisters?” 

“Sister Ulicia and her other teachers,” Nicci said. “They found an 
ancient spell called Chainfire and initiated it.” 

Verna regarded Nicci rather coolly. “I guess you would know what 
kind of trouble those women are, since you were one of them.” 

“Yes,” Nicci said, wearily, “and you captured Richard and took him 
to the Palace of the Prophets. Had you not, he would not have 
destroyed the great barrier and the Imperial Order would be back in 
the Old World right now, not the New. If you want to start assigning 
blame, the Sisters of the Dark would never have encountered Richard 
had you not captured him in the first place and taken him back across 
the barrier to the Old World.” 

Verna pressed her lips tight. Richard knew the look, and what was 
coming. 

“All right,” he said in a low voice before they could start going at it. 
“We all did what we had to at the time, what we thought best. I’ve 
made my share of mistakes as well. We can only shape the future, not 
the past.” 

Verna’s mouth twisted with a look that said she would like nothing 


more than to continue the argument, but she knew better. “You’re 
right.” 

“Of course he is,” Cara said. “He is the Lord Rahl.” 

In spite of herself, Verna smiled. “I guess he is, Cara. He has come 
to fulfill prophecy even if he didn’t intend to.” 

“No,” Richard said, “I have come to try to help us save ourselves. 
This isn’t over yet, and prophecy, in the case of what you're talking 
about, has a different meaning.” 

Verna’s suspicion returned in a flash. “What meaning?” 

“T don’t have time to go into it right now. I need to get back and see 
if Zedd and the others have come up with anything.” 

“You mean about finding your wife, Lord Rahl?” 

“Yes, General, but it gets worse. Other things are happening. There 
is fundamental trouble with magic.” 

“Such as?” Verna pressed. 

Richard appraised her eyes. “You need to know that the chimes 
have contaminated the world of life. Magic itself has been corrupted. 
Parts of it have already failed. There is no telling when yet more of it 
will fail, or how soon. We have to get back and see what can be done 
—if anything. Ann is there, along with Nathan, and they are working 
with Zedd to find some answers.” 

Before Verna could launch into a barrage of questions, Richard 
turned his attention to the general. “One last thing. With no army here 
to stand in their way, I’m sure that Jagang will try to take the People’s 
Palace.” 

General Meiffert scratched his head of blond hair as he thought it 
over. “I suppose.” He looked up. “But the palace is high on a huge 
plateau. There are only two ways up: the small road with the 
drawbridge, or through the great inner doors. If the great doors were 
closed there’s not going to be any assault up that way, and the road is 
pretty useless for an armed attack. 

“Still,” the general said, “just to be on the safe side, I would advise 
that we send some of our best men up to the palace as reinforcements. 
With all of us heading south, Commander General Trimack and the 
First File will be facing Jagang’s entire army all alone. But still, an 
assault on the palace?” He shook his head skeptically. “The palace is 
impenetrable.” 

“Jagang has gifted with him,” Cara reminded him. “And don’t 
forget, Lord Rahl, those Sisters made it into the palace before, way 
back in the beginning. Remember?” 

Before Richard could answer, Verna caught his arm and turned him 
back to her frown. “Why would those Sisters ignite this spell you 
mentioned, this Chainfire spell?” 


“To make people forget that Kahlan exists.” 

“But why would they want to do such a thing?” 

Richard sighed. “Sister Ulicia wanted to get Kahlan into the People’s 
Palace to steal the boxes of Orden. The Chainfire spell was designed to 
make a person the same thing as invisible. With the Chainfire spell 
ignited on Kahlan, no one remembers her. No one remembers that she 
walked right in and took the boxes out of the garden of life.” 

“Took the boxes...” Verna blinked in astonishment. “What in the 
world for?” 

“Sister Ulicia put them in play,” Nicci said. 

“Dear Creator,” Verna said as she pressed a hand to her forehead. “I 
will leave some Sisters there with a stern warning.” 

“Maybe you ought to be one of them,” Richard said as he glanced 
out and saw the wind come up to carry the rain sideways at times. 
“We can’t allow the palace to fall. Causing havoc down in the Old 
World is relatively simple conjuring for the Sisters. Defending the 
palace from Jagang’s horde and his gifted may be a much greater 
challenge.” 

“Perhaps you're right,” she admitted as she pulled a lock of wind- 
borne, wavy hair back off her face. 

“Meanwhile, I’ll see what I can do to stop Ulicia and her Sisters of 
the Dark.” Richard glanced around at Nicci and Cara, then out at all 
the men rushing about through the rain to carry out their new 
mission. “I need to get back.” 

General Meiffert clapped his fist over his heart. “We will be the steel 
against steel, Lord Rahl, so that you can be the magic against magic.” 

Verna touched Richard’s cheek, her brown eyes welling up. “Take 
care, Richard. We all need you.” 

He nodded and gave her a warm smile, putting more than words 
could say into it. 

General Meiffert slipped an arm around Cara’s waist. “Could I escort 
you to your horses?” 

Cara smiled up at him in a very feminine way. “I think we would 
like that.” 

Nicci pulled the hood of her cloak up as they ducked out into the 
downpour. She looked over at Richard and frowned suspiciously. 

“Where did you get such an idea as the ‘phantom legion’ ?” 

He put a hand on the small of her back and guided her into the 
downpour. “Shota gave me the thought when she said I needed to stop 
chasing phantoms. She implied that a phantom can’t be found, can’t 
be caught. I want these men to be phantoms.” 

She gently circled an arm around his shoulders as they sprinted for 
their horses. “You did the right thing, Richard.” 


She must have read the sorrow in his eyes. 


Chapter 26 


Rachel yawned. Seemingly out of nowhere, Violet spun around and 
clouted her hard enough to knock her off the rock she’d been sitting 
on. 

Stunned, Rachel pushed herself up on an arm. She cradled her cheek 
in one hand, waiting for the stupefying pain to loosen its grip, waiting 
for everything around her to come back into focus. Satisfied, Violet 
turned back to her work. 

Rachel had been so groggy from not sleeping that she hadn’t been 
paying attention, allowing Violet’s blow to take her completely by 
surprise. Rachel’s eyes watered with the tingling hurt but she knew 
better than to say anything or to make a show of the pain. 

“Yawning is impolite, at best, disrespectful at worst,” Violet’s plump 
face peered back over her shoulder. “If you don’t behave, then the 
next time Pll use the whip.” 

“Yes, Queen Violet,” Rachel answered in a meek voice. She knew all 
too well that Violet wasn’t making an empty threat. 

Rachel was so tired she could hardly keep her eyes open. She had 
once been Violet’s “playmate” but now she seemed to be nothing more 
than an object of abuse. 

Violet had become preoccupied with extracting revenge. At night 
she had an iron device fastened in Rachel’s mouth. It was a terrifying 
process. Rachel was made to stick her tongue into a beaklike clamp 
made of two flat, scored pieces of iron. The jaws were then tightened 
down hard enough to grip her tongue. 

Resisting, Rachel had learned, earned her a whipping followed by 
guards prying her mouth open and then using painful tongs on her 
tender tongue to help accomplish the task of getting it placed in the 
clamp. They always won in the end; her tongue had nowhere to hide. 
Once the clamp was on her tongue, then the iron mask that was a part 
of it was locked around her head to kept her tongue immobile. 

Once it was on, Rachel couldn’t speak. It was hard even to swallow. 

After that, Violet locked her in her old iron box for the night. She 
said she wanted Rachel to know what it was like to be mute and in 
pain. 

And it was painful. Being locked in her iron cage all night with that 
terrible device clamped down on her tongue had nearly driven her 
crazy. At first, terrified out of her mind by the feeling of being trapped 
and alone, unable to get out, unable to get that painful thing off, she 
had screamed and screamed. Chuckling, Violet merely threw a heavy 
rug over the box to mute Rachel’s cries. Crying and screaming, 
though, only made the iron jaws pinching her tongue hurt all the 
more and leave her bloody. 


But what finally made her stop crying and screaming was that 
Violet came and put her face right up to the little window and said 
that if Rachel didn’t be quiet, she would have Six cut Rachel’s tongue 
out for real. Rachel knew that Six would do it if Violet asked. 

After that she didn’t scream or carry on. She instead curled up in a 
ball in her little iron prison and tried to remember all the things Chase 
had taught her. That, in the end, was what had calmed her. 

Chase would have told her not to think of her present predicament, 
but to keep watching for the time when she could get herself out of it. 
Chase had taught her how to watch for patterns in the way people 
behaved, and openings where they weren’t paying attention. So, that 
was what she did as she lay in the iron box every night, unable to 
sleep as she waited for morning to come, waited for the men who 
would pull her out of the box and remove the terrible device for the 
day. 

Rachel could hardly eat because her tongue was so raw and scraped 
—not that they gave her much to eat anyway. Each morning her 
tongue throbbed painfully for hours after the clamp was removed. Her 
jaws hurt, too, from her mouth being held open all night by the 
device. Eating hurt. But then, when she did eat, everything tasted like 
dirty metal. Talking hurt, too, so she only spoke when Violet asked 
her something. Violet, seeing how Rachel would avoid speaking, 
would sometimes smile in a contemptuous manner and call Rachel her 
little mute. 

Rachel was completely dispirited by once again being in the 
clutches of such a wicked person, and sad beyond anything she had 
ever known because Chase was gone. She couldn’t get the memory of 
him being so brutally hurt out of her mind. She grieved endlessly for 
him. Her heartache, misery, and utter loneliness seemed unendurable. 
When Violet wasn’t at her drawing lessons, or ordering people to do 
things, or eating, or trying on jewels, or being fitted for dresses, then 
she amused herself by hurting Rachel. Sometimes, reminding Rachel 
of how she had once threatened her with a fire stick, Violet would 
hold Rachel by the wrist and put a little white-hot ember from the fire 
on her arm. Still, Rachel’s sorrow for Chase hurt her worse than 
anything Violet could ever do to her. With Chase gone, it almost 
didn’t matter what happened to her. 

Violet needed to “discipline” Rachel, as she’d put it, for all the 
terrible things Rachel had done. Violet had decided that losing her 
tongue had in large part somehow been Rachel’s fault. Violet had said 
that it was going to take a long time for Rachel to earn forgiveness for 
such a serious transgression, and also for showing disrespect by 
escaping the castle. Violet viewed Rachel’s escape as a shameful 
rejection of what she called their “generosity” to a worthless orphan. 


She often went on and on at great length about all the trouble she and 
her mother had gone to for Rachel only to have her turn out to be an 
ungrateful waif. 

When Violet eventually tired of hurting her, Rachel suspected that 
she would be put to death. She’d heard Violet ordering the deaths of 
prisoners accused of “high crimes.” If someone displeased her enough, 
or if Six told her that the person was a threat to the crown, then Violet 
would order their execution. If the person had made the grave mistake 
of openly questioning Violet’s authority, or rule, then Violet would tell 
her guards to make it slow, and make it painful. She sometimes went 
to watch, just to make sure that it was. 

Rachel remembered back when Queen Milena had ordered 
executions and Violet had first begun to go watch. As her playmate, 
Rachel had to go along with her. Rachel always averted her eyes from 
the ghastly sight; Violet never did. 

Six had set up a whole system whereby people could secretly report 
the names of those people who said things against the queen. Six had 
told Violet that people who made such secret reports had to be 
rewarded for their loyalty. Violet paid handsomely for the names of 
traitors. 

Since the time when Rachel had been with her before, Violet had 
acquired a new fondness for inflicting pain. Six often commented that 
pain was a good teacher. Violet had become exceedingly fond of the 
notion that she controlled the lives of others, that on her word other 
people could be made to suffer. 

She had also become acutely suspicious of everyone. Everyone but 
Six, that was, who she’d come to rely on as the only person who could 
be trusted. Violet greatly distrusted most of her “loyal subjects,” 
frequently referring to them as nobodies. Rachel remembered that 
Violet used to call her a nobody. 

When Rachel had lived at the castle before, people had been careful 
to watch themselves lest they cross the wrong people, but it was more 
a sense that they were just being on their toes. People had been afraid 
of Queen Milena, and with good reason, but they still would smile and 
laugh at times. The wash women would gossip, the cooks would now 
and then make funny faces in the food, the cleaning staff would 
whistle as they went about their chores, and the soldiers would 
sometimes tell jokes to one another as they walked the halls of the 
castle during guard duty. 

Now there was quiet quaking whenever Queen Violet or Six were 
around. None of the cleaning staff, the washwomen, the seamstresses, 
the cooks, or the soldiers ever smiled or laughed. They all looked 
afraid all the time as they hurried to do their work. The atmosphere at 
the castle now was always charged with terror that, at any time, 


anyone might be pointed out. Everyone went out of their way to 
openly show respect for the queen, especially in front of her tall, grim 
advisor. People seemed to fear Six just as much as they feared Violet. 
When Six smiled with that strange, empty, snakelike smile she had, 
people would stand frozen in place, wide-eyed, sweat breaking out 
across their brows, and then swallow in relief after she had glided out 
of sight. 

“Right here,” Six said. 

“Right here, what?” Violet asked as she gnawed on a bread stick. 

Rachel eased herself back up on the rock where she had been 
sitting. She reminded herself to pay more attention. The slap was her 
own fault for getting bored and not paying attention. 

No, it wasn’t, she told herself. It was Violet’s fault. Chase had told 
her not to take on blame that belonged to others. 

Chase. Her heart sank yet again thinking about him. She had to put 
her mind to other things lest she end up being so sad thinking about 
him that she start to weep. Violet was not at all tolerant of anything 
Rachel did without permission. That included crying. 

“Right there,” Six said again with exaggerated patience. When 
Violet only stared at her, Six drew a long finger across the face of the 
torchlit rock wall. “What is missing?” 

Violet leaned in, peering at the wall. “Umm...” 

“Where is the sun?” 

“Well,” Violet said in a snippy voice as she stood up straight again 
and waggled a finger at the yellow disc, “right there. Surely you can 
see that this is the sun.” 

Six glared at her a moment. “Yes, of course I see that it’s the sun, 
my queen.” Her empty smile returned. “But where is it in the sky?” 

Violet tapped the chalk against her chin. “The sky?” 

“Yes. Where is it in the sky? Straight up?” Six pointed her finger 
skyward. “Are we meant to understand that we are looking straight up 
at the sun in the sky? Is it high noon?” 

“Well, no, of course it’s not high noon—you know it can’t be. It’s 
supposed to be late in the day. You know that, too.” 

“Really? And how are we to know that? After all, it makes no 
difference what I know it must be. The drawing must say what is. It 
can’t elicit comment from me, now, can it?” 

“T guess not,” Violet admitted. 

Six again drew her finger across the wall beneath the sun. “What’s 
missing, then?” 

“Missing, missing...” Violet muttered. “Oh!” She quickly drew a 
straight line right where Six had indicated with her finger. “The 
horizon. We need to fix the time of day with the horizon. You told me 


that before. I guess it slipped my mind.” She glared over at Six. “It’s a 
lot to remember, you know. All this stuff is hard to keep straight.” 

Six held the cold smile frozen in place. “Yes, my queen, of course it 
is. I apologize for forgetting how hard it was for me to learn all these 
things way back when I was your age.” 

The drawing that Violet was working on was complex beyond 
anything else in the cave, but Six was always there to remind Violet of 
the right thing to draw at the right time. 

Violet shook the chalk at Six. “You would be well advised to keep 
that in mind.” 

Six carefully knitted her fingers together. “Yes, my queen, of 
course.” She pursed her lips and finally drew her glare away from 
Violet as she turned back to the wall. “Now, at this point we need the 
star chart for this domain. I can give you the lesson in the specific 
reasons later, if you want, but for now why don’t I just show you 
what’s necessary?” 

Violet glanced to where Six was pointing and shrugged. “Sure.” She 
went back to sucking on the bread stick as she waited. 

Six opened a small book. Violet leaned in, squinting in the flickering 
light. Six tapped the page with a long nail as Violet finally bit through 
the crunchy bread stick. 

“See the azimuth? Remember the lesson about the referent angle to 
the horizon for this star, here?” 

“Yes...” Violet drawled, looking like she actually did know what Six 
was talking about. “That would involve this angular reference, here, 
then. Right?” 

“Yes, that’s right. It’s an aspect of the binding agent that ties it all 
together.” 

Violet nodded. “In turn tying it to him...” she said, thoughtfully. 

“That’s right. The link is one element of what is necessary to lock it 
in place at the time of the concluding connection. That, in turn, makes 
the horizon you just drew necessary to fix this angle. Otherwise it 
would be a floating correlation.” 

Violet was nodding again. “I think I see, now, why they have to 
connect. If the interrelationship is not fixed”—she straightened and 
gestured to an arc of symbols—”then these could happen any time. 
Today, tomorrow, or, or, I don’t know, a dozen years from now.” 

Six smiled in a sly manner. “Correct.” 

Violet smiled in triumph at her accomplishment. “But where do we 
get all these symbols, and how do we know where to use them in the 
drawing? For that matter, how do we know that they are needed at 
the precise points that you had me draw them?” 

Six took a patient breath. “Well, I could teach it all to you first, but 


that will take about twenty years of study. Are you willing to wait that 
long for vengeance?” 

Violet’s frown darkened. “No.” 

Six shrugged. “Then I suggest that the shortcut of me helping direct 
the design is the shortest route to the result.” 

Violet screwed up her mouth. “I suppose.” 

“You have the basics, my queen. You are doing quite well for this 
stage of developing your talent. I assure you, even though I am 
helping you with some of the complexities, none of this would 
function without your considerable talent added in. I couldn’t make 
this work without your ability.” 

Violet smiled like a prize pupil. Taking another careful look in the 
volume Six was holding open, Violet finally went back to the wall, 
carefully drawing the elements she needed from the book. 

Rachel was amazed at how well Violet actually could draw. All the 
walls of the cave, from the entrance all the way back into the deep 
place where they were working, were covered with drawings. They 
were stuck in every available space. In places it looked like they had 
been squeezed into small spots left between older drawings. Some of 
the drawings were very good, with details like shading. Most, though, 
were simple drawings of bones, crops, snakes, or other animals. There 
were pictures of people drinking from mugs with skulls and crossed 
bones on them. In one place a woman, looking like she was made of 
sticks, was running out of a house that was on fire; the woman, too, 
was covered in the flames. In another spot a man was in the water 
beside a sinking boat. In another scene a snake was biting a man’s 
ankle. The walls were also covered with pictures of caskets and graves 
of all sorts. All the pictures had one thing in common, though: they 
were of terrible things. 

But there was not one single drawing in the entire cave that began 
to approach the complexity of the thing Violet was drawing. 

Other drawings were only infrequently life-size pictures of people 
and even those only had a few things added, like rocks falling on 
them, or them being trampled beneath a horse. Most of the drawings 
showed the same sorts of things but were only a few hands’ widths 
across. Violet’s drawing, though, went on and on for dozens of feet, 
from the ground to as high as she could reach, working its way deeper 
into the cave. Violet had drawn the entire thing all by herself, with Six 
guiding her along the way, of course. 

What alarmed Rachel the most, though, was that after Violet had 
been working on the drawing for quite some time, after she had 
drawn in stars and formulas and diagrams and strange, complex 
symbols, she had in the center of it all finally drawn a figure of a 
person. 


The figure was Richard. 

Violet’s drawing was unlike anything else in the cave. It made them 
all look simple and crude by comparison. The other drawings all had 
easy, obvious things in them, like maybe a thundercloud with angled 
lines for rain, or a wolf baring its teeth, or a man simply clutching his 
chest as he fell back. There was little else on the walls but a few 
simple things around the figures. 

Violet’s drawing was covered with things that were completely 
different. There were numbers and designs, words in strange 
languages, some written along the lines of diagrams, numbers 
carefully placed where angles came together, and there were strange 
geometric symbols cast everywhere throughout the illustration. 
Whenever Violet drew any of those symbols Six would stand close, 
concentrating, whispering guidance for every single line, sometimes 
correcting where Violet was about to place the chalk, preventing her 
from even touching it to the wall for the next line lest it be out of 
sequence or out of place. Once Six even became alarmed and snatched 
Violet’s wrist before she could touch the chalk to the wall. Sighing in 
relief, Six then moved Violet’s hand and helped her begin in the 
correct place. 

Unlike every other drawing in the cave, Violet’s was done in 
different colors. The other drawings all along the way deep into the 
cave, to where Violet had started hers, were simple chalk drawings. 
Violet’s drawing had green trees in one spot, blue water in another, a 
yellow sun, and red clouds. Some of the designs were done entirely in 
white, while others were multicolored yet in an orderly manner of 
colors. 

And, unlike every other drawing, when they left the cave and 
Rachel looked back she could see elements of the drawing glowing in 
the dark. It was not the chalk that made it glow, because the same 
chalk in other places in the drawing did not glow in the dark. 

There was also a part of one symbol that glowed when left to the 
darkness. It was a strange face glowing out from an otherwise dark 
drawing made entirely of complex designs. Whenever the torch was 
near, the face wasn’t visible and it only looked like a network of lines. 
Rachel could never see what aspects of the design could possibly make 
up the face. But in the dark it stared out at her, the eyes following her, 
watching her leave. 

The thing that really gave Rachel goose bumps, though, was the 
picture of Richard. It was a drawing done so well that Rachel could 
actually recognize him by his face alone. 

It amazed Rachel to see how well Violet could draw. There were 
other things to tell who Richard was, though, even if the drawing 
hadn’t been so good. His black outfit was depicted accurately, just the 


way Rachel remembered it. It even had some of the mysterious 
symbols drawn around the edge of his tunic. Six had been very careful 
in her guidance of precisely how Violet was to draw those designs. In 
Violet’s picture, Richard also wore the flowing cape that looked to be 
made of spun gold. 

The way Violet had drawn it made it look almost like he was in 
water. 

All around him, too, were wavy colored areas that Six called 
“auras.” Each color had complex formulas and designs lying between 
them and Richard. Six had said that at the end, as the final step, those 
interposing elements between him and his essence would be 
connected to form an intervening barrier. Whatever that meant, 
Rachel didn’t know, but it was obvious that it was important to Violet. 

Six seemed especially proud of that part, of the intervening barrier 
elements. She would sometimes stand for long periods of time and just 
stare at them. 

In the picture, Richard had the Sword of Truth, but it was drawn 
faintly, as if it was there with him, but not. It almost seemed part of 
him, the way Violet had drawn it with Richard holding it so that it 
crossed his chest, yet Rachel couldn’t tell for sure if he really was 
meant to be holding it because it was drawn so faintly. Violet had 
worked hard to make it that way. Six had her do it over several times 
because she said that it was too “substantive.” 

Rachel was puzzled by the sword being drawn with Richard, since 
Samuel had Richard’s sword now. Still, it somehow only seemed right 
for Richard to be drawn with the sword. Maybe Six felt that way, too. 

Violet stood back, cocking her head, appraising her work. Six stood 
transfixed, staring at it as if no one else were there with her. She 
reached out, tentatively, and lightly touched the designs around 
Richard. 

“How long until we make the final connection of elements?” Violet 
asked. 

As Six’s fingers moved slowly, lightly, along the designs, some of the 
interposing elements responded to her touch, sparkling and glowing in 
the dim light. 

“Soon,” she whispered. “Soon.” 


Chapter 27 

“Lord Rahl!” 

Richard turned just in time to see Berdine, in a dead run, leap 
toward him. She landed against his chest, throwing her arms and legs 
around him. The impact drove the wind from his lungs. Her long, 
single braid of wavy brown hair whipped around him. Richard 
staggered back a step as he put his arms around her to help keep her 
from falling. With her arms and legs clinging to him, though, she 
didn’t appear to need his help. 

Richard had rarely seen even a flying squirrel make a better leap. 
Despite everything on his mind, he could not help but to smile at 
Berdine’s exuberance. Who would have thought that a Mord-Sith 
would ever again come to be as spontaneously joyful as a little girl. 

She sat back, gripping his shoulders, legs locked around his middle, 
grinning at him. She looked over at Cara’s scowl. “He still likes me 
best—I can tell.” 

Cara simply rolled her eyes. 

With his hands on Berdine’s waist, Richard lifted her and set her 
down. She was shorter than most of the other Mord-Sith Richard 
knew. She was also more voluptuous, and far more vivacious. Richard 
had always found her to be a rather disarming combination of 
guileless sensuality combined with a mischievous, playful nature. Like 
any of the Mord-Sith, though, she also possessed the potential for 
instantaneous, ruthless violence lying hidden just below the sparkling 
surface of her childlike wonder. She also loved Richard passionately 
and openly, but in an honest, innocent, filial sort of manner. 

“You are a sight to warm my heart, Berdine. How are you?” 

She puzzled at him. “Lord Rahl, I am Mord-Sith. How do you think I 
am?” 

“As much trouble as ever,” he said under his breath. 

She smiled, pleased by the comment. “We heard that you were here 
earlier, but I just missed you. That’s twice I’ve missed you recently. I 
wasn’t going to let you vanish again without seeing you. We have so 
much to talk about that I don’t even know where to begin.” 

Richard looked down the broad corridor, across the expanse of 
richly veined golden marble set in a diagonal pattern within a border 
of black granite, and saw a knot of soldiers marching toward him at a 
brisk pace. High overhead rain beat steadily against skylights that let 
in flat gray light. Somehow, that dull light managed to gather and 
reflect brightly off the polished breastplates of the soldiers. 

All of them had crescent axes hooked at their belts, along with the 
swords and long knives they also carried. Some of the men were 
armed with crossbows that were cocked and ready to fire. Those men, 


given ample clearance by the others, wore black gloves. Their 
crossbows were loaded with deadly-looking red-fletched arrows. 

The halls were crowded with people of every sort, from those who 
lived and worked there to people who had come to trade or sell goods. 
All of them gave the approaching soldiers ample space. At the same 
time, they watched Richard while trying not to look like they were 
watching him. When Richard met their gazes or caught them looking, 
some tipped their heads in a bow while others fell to one knee. 
Richard smiled, trying to put them at ease. 

It was a rare event, in recent years anyway, when the Lord Rahl was 
home in his palace. Richard could hardly expect people not to be 
curious to see him. In his black war wizard’s outfit, along with the 
flowing golden cape, he was hard to miss. He still couldn’t think of 
such a place as his home, though; in his own heart he thought of the 
Hartland woods as home. He had grown up walking among towering 
trees, not lofty stone pillars. 

Commander General Trimack of the First File at the People’s Palace 
came to a smart halt and in salute thumped a fist against the shaped 
leather armor over his chest. The soft metallic rattle of gear died out 
after the dozen men with him all saluted together. These men, 
constantly scanning the halls and appraising each of the people 
moving past, were the Lord Rahl’s personal guards when he was at his 
palace. They each took in Cara and swiftly assessed Nicci, standing 
just beside Richard. These men were the ring of steel that kept harm 
from getting a look at the Lord Rahl. They served in the First File 
because they were the most skilled and loyal of all the D’Haran troops. 

After the salute, the commander added a bow to Cara and then 
Richard. “Lord Rahl, we’re pleased to have you home, at last.” 

“Im afraid, General Trimack, that it’s only a brief visit. I can’t stay.” 
Richard gestured to Cara and Nicci. “We’ve got urgent business and 
have to leave at once.” 

General Trimack, looking sincerely disappointed but not entirely 
surprised, sighed. He then appeared to have a thought and brightened 
a bit. “Did you find the woman—your wife—who had been up in the 
garden of life and left that statue you found there?” 

Richard felt a pang of anguish for Kahlan. He felt guilty for not 
doing more to find her. How could he let other matters keep him from 
finding Kahlan? How could there be anything important enough to 
distract him from finding her? He tried not to think of the vision of 
her that Shota had given him. It seemed like with everything going on 
he had pushed aside his search for the one person who meant the most 
to him. He knew that was not the way it really was, that it couldn’t be 
helped, but still, he needed to get back to the Keep and back to 
working on a way to find her. 


Even while working on other things, she was never really out of his 
thoughts. He kept trying to think of where Sister Ulicia would have 
taken Kahlan. Now that they had the boxes of Orden—or at least two 
of them—where would the Sisters go? What could they be up to? If he 
could figure that out then maybe he could go after them. 

It had also occurred to him that they still needed The Book of 
Counted Shadows in order to open the right box of Orden, so it was 
possible that if he simply sat still in one place long enough they would 
have to come to him, since the book only existed now in his memory. 
The simple fact was, unless they were willing to guess and risk being 
wrong, they needed The Book of Counted Shadows to open the right 
box, and Richard could not imagine that they would risk the loss of 
what they believed would be their immortality on chance. They 
needed the key that only he had to unlock the solution to opening the 
correct box. Kahlan was part of the key to that solution, but they still 
needed what only Richard had. 

The only method he could think of to find her was to learn 
everything he could about Chainfire and the boxes of Orden, and 
somewhere in that mix maybe there would be a clue as to what the 
Sisters would do next. The books he needed to study to that end, along 
with the people who understood them best and had by far the most 
experience at such things, were at the Keep. He needed to get back 
there. 

Richard looked to the general’s waiting eyes. “Not yet, I’m afraid. 
We're still looking for her, but thank you for your concern.” 

No one but Richard even remembered her, remembered her smile, 
the shadow of her soul showing in her green eyes. At times Kahlan 
didn’t even seem real to him, either. She seemed impossible, like no 
one who could be all that he remembered, like she could only be an 
invention of his deepest desires in life. He could understand the 
difficulty those closest to him had in dealing with the situation. 

“Sorry to hear that, Lord Rahl.” The general scanned the throngs 
moving down the hallway. “I trust that at least you are not here this 
time in the middle of a mess of trouble?” 

It was Richard’s turn to sigh. How to begin? 

“In a way, I am.” 

“The Imperial Order army is continuing to advance on D’Hara?” the 
general guessed. 

Richard nodded. “I’m afraid so. The long and the short of it is, 
General, I’ve given our forces orders that they are not to engage 
Emperor Jagang’s army in battle because they don’t have the numbers 
to stand a chance. It would be a slaughter for no purpose and Jagang 
would still end up having the New World all to himself.” 


General Trimack scratched a scar that stood out white against the 
ruddy skin at the back of his jaw. “What other option is there, Lord 
Rahl, but to meet the enemy in battle?” 

His quiet, simple words had the sound of advice, of caution born of 
experience, of hope balanced on a razor’s edge of despair. For a 
moment, Richard listened to the cathedral whisper of feet against 
stone as the crowds moved steadily through the hallway. 

“Tve ordered our forces to set out at once to lay waste to the Old 
World.” Richard turned his glare back to the general. “They wanted 
war; I intend to jam their wish down their throats and see them choke 
to death on it.” 

At the startling news, the mouths of some of the men dropped open. 
Commander General Trimack stared in surprise for a moment, then he 
thoughtfully stroked the scar with a single finger. A sly look finally 
showed that, despite his initial surprise, he was beginning to like the 
idea. 

“T guess this means that the First File will be called upon to keep the 
bastards out of the palace.” 

Richard marked the man’s steady gaze. “Do you think you can do 
it?” 

A crooked smile curled across the general’s mouth. “Lord Rahl, my 
humble talent will hardly be the margin of safety for the palace. Your 
ancestors built this place as they did specifically to prevent anyone 
from taking it.” He gestured at the soaring columns, walls, and 
balconies all around them. “Besides the natural defenses, this place is 
invested with powers that weaken any of the enemy gifted.” 

Richard knew that the palace was built in the shape of a spell that 
strengthened the power of any Rahl within the palace, and sapped the 
strength of any other gifted person. The whole palace itself was 
constructed in the form of an emblem. To an extent, Richard 
understood its shape and the general nature of its meaning. He could 
read the motif of strength inherent in the pattern. 

Unfortunately, that spell would weaken even those with the gift 
who were on his side, such as Verna. He needed Verna to be able to 
help protect the palace, but if she and the Sisters with her were 
weakened by that spell, then she would have a harder time defending 
the palace. The balance to that, he supposed, was that anyone 
attacking would have the same problem, so they would not have an 
advantage over Verna and her Sisters. There was no alternative but to 
count on Verna to do her best. 

“Besides reinforcements, I’m sending some Sisters here, along with 
Verna, their prelate.” 

General Trimack nodded. “I know the woman. She’s a stubborn one 


when she’s happy and impossible when she’s not. Pll be glad she’ll be 
on our side, Lord Rahl, and not the other way round.” 

Richard had to smile. The man did indeed know Verna. 

“Tll return when I can, General. In the meantime, lll count on you 
to safeguard the People’s Palace.” 

“The great inner doors will have to be sealed.” 

“Do what you think best, General.” 

“The great doors are invested with the same power as the rest of the 
palace, so they are not a weak link that will provide any opportunity 
for attack. The only problem with closing the doors is that it puts an 
end to commerce, which is the lifeblood of the palace... in peacetime, 
anyway.” 

Richard watched the throngs of people making their way through 
the passageway and along the balconies above. “With what’s coming, 
commerce is not going to be possible at the palace anyway. No one is 
going to be able to travel the Azrith Plain—or anywhere else in the 
New World, for that matter. Trade everywhere is being disrupted. 
Prepare for a long siege.” 

The man shrugged. “That’s what enemy armies historically do, sit 
out there and hope to starve us out. Can’t be done; out on the Azrith 
Plain they’ll starve first. Will you be coming back, Lord Rahl, to help 
in the protection of the palace?” 

Richard swiped a hand across his mouth. “I don’t know when PII be 
able to return. But I will if I can, I promise. For now, I have to put my 
mind to this new effort. 

“We’re going to try to kill the Order by cutting out its heart, rather 
than trying to fight its muscle.” 

“And if they lay siege to the palace in the meantime and you need 
to return? How will you be able to get back in?” 

“Well, I don’t have a dragon, so I can’t fly in.” When the man only 
stared blankly at him, Richard cleared his throat and said, “If need be 
I can come back the way I came today, with the aid of magic— 
through the sliph.” 

The general didn’t look like he understood, but he accepted 
Richard’s word without question. 

“Pm on my way back there now, General. If you want, you can 
escort us and see it for yourself.” 

He looked somewhat relieved to be invited to be allowed to do his 
job of protecting the Lord Rahl. Richard took Berdine’s arm and 
started walking her down the hall as all the soldiers fanned out to 
form a protective perimeter. 

Berdine was considerably shorter than Richard, so he leaned down a 
bit to speak without raising his voice. “I need to know some things. 


Have you been translating any more of Kolo’s journal?” 

She grinned like a maid full of gossip. “Pll say I have. Because of 
some of the things Kolo had to say, though, I’ve had to start 
researching other books as well—so that I could better understand 
how it all fits together.” She leaned closer. “There were things going 
on that we didn’t even realize, before, when we worked on it together. 
We had only scratched the surface.” 

Richard didn’t think that she knew the half of it. “Do any of those 
things have to do with First Wizard Baraccus?” 

Berdine abruptly halted and stared at him. “How did you know 
that?” 


Chapter 28 


Richard reached back, took Berdine by the arm, and pulled her 
along with him. “T’ll explain it later, when I have more time. What did 
Kolo write about Baraccus in his journal?” 

“Well, what Kolo wrote is only part of the story. Kolo just hinted at 
some of what was going on so, to fill in the blanks, I started reading 
the books in your restricted, private libraries.” 

It never failed to amaze Richard that, being the Lord Rahl, he now 
had access to such restricted libraries. He could not begin to imagine 
the wealth of knowledge contained in all those volumes. 

“What kinds of books?” 

Berdine pointed. “One of them is on the way, not in the common 
areas but deeper in the private sections of the palace—places where 
almost no one is ever allowed. I’ll show you. Part of it has to do with 
something called central sites.” 

Keeping pace on the other side of him, Nicci leaned in. “Nathan told 
me that he read some things about places called central sites.” 

“Like what?” Richard asked. 

Nicci pulled her blond hair away from the side of her face and back 
over her shoulder. “The central sites are top-secret libraries. Back 
sometime near or after the great war the central sites were established 
as a safe, secure, and hidden place to keep books there that were 
considered too dangerous to be known except by a very restricted, 
select group of a few people. Nathan said that he thinks there were 
maybe a half-dozen of these sites.” 

“That’s right,” Berdine said. She looked around to make sure that 
none of the soldiers following them were close enough to hear. “Lord 
Rahl, I found a reference where it implied that at least some of these 
sites were marked with the names of a Lord Rahl from prophecy.” 

Richard halted. “You mean they put his name on a gravestone?” 

Berdine’s brow lifted. “That’s right. It mentioned that these places, 
these libraries, were kept with the bones. They thought, from what 
they knew of prophecy, that a future Lord Rahl would need to find 
books that were kept there and so, in at least one instance that I found 
mentioned, it said they put his name on a grave marker.” 

“In Caska.” 

Berdine snapped her finger, then shook it at him. “That’s the place I 
saw named. How did you know?” 

“Tve been there. My name is on a big monument in the graveyard.” 

“You were there? Why? What were you looking for? What did you 
find?” 

“I found a book—Chainfire—that helped prove what happened to 
my wife.” 


Berdine glanced to Cara and the Nicci before looking back at 
Richard. “I’ve been hearing rumors about you having a wife. At first I 
thought it had to be just crazy gossip. So, it’s really true, then?” 

Richard took a deep breath as he marched through the corridor, 
surrounded by guards and watched by the passing crowds. He didn’t 
feel up to explaining to Berdine that she knew Kahlan, and had in fact 
spent a great deal of time with her. 

“It’s true,” he said, simply. 

“Lord Rahl, what’s this all about?” 

Richard waved off the question. “It’s a long story and I don’t have 
the time to tell it right now. What is it about these central sites that 
has you so worked up?” 

“Well,” Berdine said as she leaned in again while they rushed down 
the broad hallway, “you remember how Baraccus killed himself after 
he came back from the Temple of the Winds?” 

Richard glanced over at her. “Yes.” 

“There was something behind it.” 

“Behind it. What do you mean?” 

Berdine came to a side passageway guarded by two men with 
lances. As they took in Richard and his entourage, they clapped fists 
to their hearts and stepped aside. Berdine pulled open one of the 
double doors clad in metal. It had a picture of a courtyard garden 
meticulously embossed in the polished surface. Beyond the door the 
smaller hallway of rich mahogany paneling was empty of people. It 
was the entrance into the private areas of the palace. 

“T haven’t been able to figure out what, but I believe that Baraccus 
did something while he was at the Temple of the Winds.” Berdine 
glanced back at him to make sure he was paying attention. 
“Something big. Something significant.” 

Richard nodded as he followed Berdine down the empty hallway. 
“When Baraccus was at the Temple of the Winds he somehow insured 
that I would be born with Subtractive Magic.” 

This time it was Nicci who snatched Richard’s arm and yanked him 
to a halt, spinning him around to face her. “What! Where did you ever 
get an idea like that?” 

Richard blinked at her shocked expression. “Shota told me.” 

“And how would Shota know such a thing?” 

Richard shrugged. “You know witch women, they see things in the 
flow of time. Some of it I put together from the pieces of history that I 
know.” 

Nicci looked anything but convinced. “Why in the world would 
Baraccus ever do such a thing? Shota tries to tell you that, out of the 
blue, this ancient wizard just happened to travel to the underworld 


and while he was there he thought... what? As long as he was already 
there he might as well see to it that when some fellow named Richard 
Rahl is born three thousand years from then he might as well be born 
with Subtractive Magic?” 

Richard gave her a look. “It’s a little more complicated than that, 
Nicci. Pm pretty sure that he did it to counter what another wizard 
had done when he’d been there before. That wizard was Lothain. 
Remember him, Berdine?” 

“Of course.” 

“Lothain was a spy.” 

Berdine gasped. “That’s what Kolo thought—that he had been a spy 
all along—planted there to lie in wait for an opportunity to strike. 
Kolo didn’t believe that Lothain had just gone crazy or something like 
everyone assumed. That was the common story at the time—that the 
stress and danger of his job had just gotten to Lothain and he couldn’t 
handle it anymore, that he simply lost his mind. Kolo never made a 
point of telling other people what he thought because he didn’t think 
that they would believe him, and also because people had started to 
think that it was Baraccus who was the spy.” 

Richard frowned as he started out again. “Baraccus! That’s crazy.” 

“That’s what Kolo thought, too.” 

“What did this wizard Lothain supposedly do?” Nicci asked in a 
forceful voice meant to bring him back to the subject at hand and to 
underline the seriousness of her question. 

Richard gazed into her blue eyes a moment and saw there not just 
Nicci, but the powerful sorceress she in fact was. Because of her 
stunning features, her intent blue eyes, and the way she treated him 
with such regard, to say nothing of her steadfast friendship, it was 
easy to forget that this was a sorceress who had seen and done things 
he could hardly begin to imagine. She was probably one of the most 
powerful sorceresses ever born, and she was a force to be reckoned 
with. 

More than that, Nicci, of all people, deserved to know the truth. It 
wasn’t that he’d been trying to keep it from her—he just hadn’t had 
the time to discuss it. In fact, he wished that he had already told her 
about it, that he had had her thoughts on the whole thing, especially 
the part about the secret library that Baraccus kept, and the book 
meant for Richard that he’d sent there with his wife for safekeeping... 
until the day a war wizard was again born into the world to take up 
their cause. 

Richard sighed. There just hadn’t been any time, yet. As much as he 
did want to tell it all to her, he wanted to tell her the entire story 
when he could discuss it, along with some of the questions he had, so 


he decided for the moment to leave out most of the details and kept it 
to the pertinent point. 

“Lothain was a spy for the forces of the Old World. Maybe he could 
see that they were not going to be able to win the war. Maybe he was 
just taking extra precautions. Anyway, when he went to the Temple of 
the Winds he sowed the seeds for their cause to rise again at some 
future time. He did something, at the least, to see to it that a dream 
walker would again be born into the world. 

“Baraccus was unable to reverse the sabotage, so he did the next 
best thing. He saw to it that there would be a counter born into the 
world: me.” 

Nicci, speechless, could only stare at him. 

Richard turned back to Berdine. “So, what does this business with 
Baraccus have to do with these central sites?” 

Berdine glanced around again, checking how close the soldiers 
were. “Kolo wrote in his journal that there were whispers among a 
group of influential people that Baraccus may have been a traitor, and 
if he was, then he could have done something ruinous while he was at 
the Temple of the Winds.” 

Richard shook his head in frustration. “What did they suspect him 
of doing?” 

Berdine shrugged. “I haven’t been able to figure it out yet. It as all 
very hush-hush. They were all being very careful. No one wanted to 
come right out and say anything or accuse Baraccus of being a traitor. 
They didn’t want to anger the wrong people. He was still widely 
revered by many people, like Kolo. 

“Tt could even be that they didn’t have any specific accusation, but 
just held a suspicion that he may have done something. Don’t forget, 
no one was ever able to get back into the Temple after Baraccus, until 
you did it. Apparently, they were also afraid of that woman, Magda 
Searus. You know, the one who was made into a Confessor.” 

“Yes, I remember,” Richard said. “Seems odd, though, that 
something that supposedly had the potential to be so disastrous 
wouldn’t be more out in the open.” 

“No,” Berdine said under her breath, almost as if the ghosts of the 
past would hear her. “That’s the thing. They feared that if people 
found out about their suspicions, then it might cause a panic or 
something—cause people to give up. Don’t forget, the war was still 
going on and it was still in question if they would even survive, much 
less triumph. Everyone was worried about the morale of the people as 
they fought on and at the same time worked to find a way to win. In 
the middle of all that, this small circle of high-ranking people were all 
worried that Baraccus might have done something terrible at the 


Temple of the Winds that was never supposed to be done.” 

Richard threw up his hands. “Like what?” 

Berdine’s face screwed up in an expression of exasperation. “Don’t 
know. Kolo only hinted at it. He believed in Baraccus. And he was 
angry that these people were doing whatever it was that they were 
doing, but at the same time he wasn’t in any position to argue with 
them. He was not among those in command, or a high-enough-ranking 
wizard. 

“But there was one passage, one mention in his journal, that kind of 
gave me goose bumps when I read it. I don’t know if it was about the 
Baraccus dispute or not—I mean I can’t point to anything specifically 
to connect it, not so as—” 

“What did this passage say?” 

Along with Richard, Nicci and Cara both leaned in a little. 

Berdine heaved a sigh. “He was writing in his journal, talking about 
the foul weather and how sick everyone was getting of rain, and he 
made this offhanded comment that he was upset because he’d learned 
through his sources that ‘they’ had made five copies of ‘the book that 
was never to be copied.“ 

That gave Richard pause, and goose bumps. 

“Not far after that,” Berdine said, “his entry started wandering back 
to talking about the central sites.” 

“So you think... what? That maybe they hid these copies they 
weren’t supposed to make in the secret central sites?” 

Berdine smiled as she tapped her temple with a finger. “Now you’re 
starting to ask the same questions I’ve been asking myself.” 

“And he didn’t make any mention at all of what book they copied?” 
Nicci asked. “Not even an indication?” 

Berdine shook her head. “That’s the part that gave me the goose 
bumps. But there was more there than his words.” 

“What do you mean?” Nicci asked, impatiently. 

“You know how when you work forever at translating someone’s 
writing, you come to be able to see their mood, see their meaning, see 
their train of thought even if they didn’t write it down? Well”—she 
pulled her brown braid over her shoulder, twiddling with the end of it 
—”I could tell by the way he said it that he was afraid to even write 
down the name of a book so secret, so important, that it was never to 
be copied. It was like he was walking on eggshells even mentioning it 
in his journal.” 

Richard thought that she certainly had a good point. 

Berdine came to a halt before a tall iron door that was painted 
black. “Here’s where I found the books that mention the cental sites 
being with the bones—whatever that means.” 


“The place I found was in catacombs,” Richard said. 

Berdine frowned as she considered. “That might explain that much 
of it.” 

“Nathan told me,” Nicci said in a low voice, looking between 
Richard and Berdine, “that he believes that there were catacombs 
beneath the Palace of the Prophets, and that the palace itself was built 
there in part to conceal what was buried.” 

The soldiers slowed to a halt, collecting in a knot a short distance 
back up the hall. Richard noticed Berdine watching them. 

“Why don’t you wait out here with your men?” Berdine called back 
to General Trimack. “I have to go in the library and show Lord Rahl 
some books. I think maybe you should guard the hall and make sure 
that no one is sneaking about.” 

The general nodded and started ordering his men to take up stations 
throughout the passages. Berdine pulled a key out of the top of her 
outfit. 

“In here I found a book that gave me nightmares.” 

She looked back at Richard and then unlocked the door. 

Nicci leaned close to Richard’s ear. “This place is shielded.” Her 
tone was tight with suspicion. 

“But she’s not gifted,” Richard whispered back. “She can’t get 
through shields. If it’s shielded, then how is she able to get in?” 

Berdine, hearing them, waggled the key after she pulled it back out 
of the lock. “I have the key. I knew where Darken Rahl kept it 
hidden.” 

Nicci lifted an eyebrow as she looked back at Richard. “The key just 
shut down the shields to the door. I’ve never seen such a thing 
before.” 

“It must have been designed to give access to trusted aides or 
scholars who weren’t gifted,” Richard guessed. He turned back to 
Berdine as she worked at opening the lever on the heavy door. 

“By the way, did you learn anything else about Baraccus?” 

“Not much,” she said, looking back over her shoulder. “Except that 
Magda Seams, the woman who became the first Confessor, had once 
been married to him.” 

Richard could only stare at her. “How does she know these things?” 
he muttered to himself. 

“What?” Berdine asked. 

“Nothing,” he said, dismissing it with a wave before flicking the 
hand at the door. “So what is it that you found in here?” 

“Something that connected with what Kolo said.” 

“You mean about this book that wasn’t supposed to be copied.” 

Berdine merely gave Richard a sly smile as she tucked the key down 


into a pocket inside the top of her outfit, then pushed open the black 
door. 


Chapter 29 


Inside, three tall windows that made up most of the far wall lit the 
room with the gloomy late-afternoon light. Rain pattered against the 
glass and ran down in snaking rivulets. The walls of the small room 
were lined with bookshelves made of golden oak. There was only 
enough space in the center of the room for one simple oak table that 
was in turn only large enough for the four wooden chairs, one on each 
side. In the center of the table sat an unusual four-lobed lamp, offering 
each empty chair its own light from a silvered reflector. 

With a sweep of her arm, Nicci sent a spark of her gift into the four 
wicks. The flames swelled, lending golden warmth to the small room. 
Richard noticed that, despite the way the palace spell diminished the 
power of any but a Rahl, she seemed to have had no trouble lighting 
the lamps. 

Berdine went to the shelves to the right of the door. “Near the part 
of Kolo’s journal where he mentioned the book that wasn’t supposed 
to be copied, I think he might have been implying that the men who 
didn’t trust Baraccus were the ones who made the copies. I think that’s 
who he meant, anyway, but I’m not sure; he refers to them as ‘the 
half-wits from Yanklee’s Yarns.“ 

Nicci spun around to Berdine. “Yanklee’s Yarns!” 

Richard looked from Nicci’s astounded expression to Berdine’s. 
“What’s Yanklee’s Yarns?” he asked. 

“A book,” Berdine said. 

Richard turned a questioning look on Nicci. 

Nicci huffed in exasperation. “It’s more than just a book, Richard. 
Yanklee’s Yarns is a book of prophecy. A very, very peculiar book of 
prophecy. It predates the great war by seven centuries. The vaults at 
the Palace of the Prophets had an early copy of it. It was a curiosity 
that every Sister studied in the course of her education about 
prophecy.” 

Richard peered around at the books lining the shelves. “What was 
so peculiar about it?” 

“Tt’s a book of prophecy that is nothing but gossip and hearsay.” 

Richard turned back to her. “I don’t get it.” 

“Well,” Nicci said, pausing to find the right words, “it wasn’t 
believed to be prophecy about future events... exactly. It’s, it’s, well, 
it’s actually believed to be prophecy about future gossip, so to speak.” 

Richard rubbed his tired eyes as he sighed. He looked up at Nicci 
again. “You mean to say that this Yanklee fellow wrote predictions 
about gossip?” When Nicci nodded, all he could do was ask, “Why?” 

Nicci leaned in a little. “That’s the very question to which everyone 
wanted an answer.” 


Richard shook his head, as if to clear the cobwebs. 

“You see, there are many things that are secret”—Nicci gestured 
toward Berdine—"like this business with the book that wasn’t 
supposed to be copied. Those kinds of secrets often remain secret 
because people go to their graves without ever revealing them. That’s 
why when we study historical records we sometimes are not able to 
solve mysteries—there just isn’t any information to be had. 

“But, sometimes, there are little tidbits of information floating 
around, things people saw or overheard, and the people who saw or 
overheard them start to gossip about those tasty tidbits. There were 
Sisters at the Palace of the Prophets who believed that hidden within 
this prophetic book of gossip there would be hints of what those 
future secrets would turn out to be.” 

Richard arched an eyebrow. “You mean these Sisters were, in 
essence, listening to gossip in order to overhear something?” 

Nicci nodded. “Something like that.” 

“You see, there were a few Sisters who considered this simple book 
of seeming nonsense to be one of the most important books of 
prophecy in existence. It was kept under tight security. It was never 
allowed to leave the vaults for study, as some other volumes of 
prophecy were. 

“There were Sisters who devoted a lot of their spare time to 
studying this seemingly silly book. Because people don’t generally go 
to the trouble to record gossip, Yanklee’s Yarns is thought to be the 
only book of its kind—the only written account of gossip, even if it 
hadn’t happened yet. These Sisters believed that there were events 
that couldn’t be discovered or studied in any other way except 
through this book, which predated such events. In essence, they 
believed that they were eavesdropping on whispered gossip about 
things that would happen in the future, gossip about secret things. 
They believed that Yanklee’s Yarns held invaluable clues to secrets 
unknown to anyone else or in any other way.” 

Richard pressed his fingertips to his forehead as he tried to take it 
all in. “You said that there were Sisters devoted to studying this book. 
Do you happen to know who any of these Sisters were?” 

Nicci nodded slowly. “Sister Ulicia.” 

“Oh, great,” Richard muttered. 

Berdine opened a glassed door to one of the bookshelves and pulled 
a volume off the shelf. She turned back and showed the book’s cover 
to Richard and Nicci. 

The title was Yanklee’s Yarns. 

“When I read in Kolo’s journal about ‘the half-wits from Yanklee’s 
Yarns,’ that name was so odd that it kind of stuck in the back of my 


mind. You know what I mean? Then, one day, I was in here doing 
research and this book’s title jumped out at me. I didn’t realize it was 
a book of prophecy, like you said, Nicci.” 

Nicci shrugged with one shoulder. “Some books of prophecy are 
hard to recognize as prophecy—especially for someone not trained in 
such things. Such important volumes can appear to be simply boring 
records or, in the case of Yanklee’s Yarns, nothing more than trivial 
nonsense.” 

Berdine indicated the bookshelves lining the small room. “Except 
there would hardly be anything trivial in this room.” 

“Good point,” Richard said. 

Berdine smiled, pleased that he recognized the value of her 
reasoning. She set the book down on the table that occupied the 
center of the small library and carefully opened the cover. She leafed 
through the fragile pages until she found the place she wanted. She 
looked up at each of them in turn. 

“Since Kolo had mentioned this book, I thought I ought to read it. It 
was really boring. Nearly put me to sleep. It didn’t appear of any 
importance at all”’—she tapped a page—”until I spotted this, here. 
This really woke me up.” 

Richard twisted his head to read the words above her finger. He had 
to work at it a moment to figure out the meaning of the passage 
written in High D’Haran. He scratched his temple as he translated 
aloud. 

“ “So nervous will be the meddling half-wits to copy the key that 
should never be copied, that they will tremble in fear at what they 
have done and cast the shadow of the key among the bones, never to 
reveal that only one key was cut true.“ 

The hair at the back of Richard’s neck stood on end. 

Cara folded her arms across her breasts. “So you mean to say that 
you think that when it came right down to the deed itself and they 
made the copies, they turned chicken and made all but one copy a 
fake?” 

Berdine drew her hand down her long braid of glossy brown hair. 
“Tt would appear so.” 

Richard was still lost in the words. “Cast the shadow of the key 
among the bones...” He looked up at Berdine. “Hid them in the central 
sites. Buried them with the bones.” 

Berdine smiled. “It’s so good to have you back, Lord Rahl. You and I 
think just alike. I’ve missed you so much. There have been so many 
things like this I’ve wanted to go over with you.” 

Richard laid an arm gently around her shoulders, revealing a similar 
sentiment without using the words. 


Berdine turned over more pages in the book, finally stopping at a 
place that was blank. “A number of the books seem to have text 
missing, like this place, here.” 

“Prophecy,” Nicci said. “It’s part of the Chainfire spell that the 
Sisters of the Dark used on Richard’s wife. The spell also eliminated 
prophecy related to her existence.” 

Berdine considered Nicci’s words. “That certainly is going to make it 
all more difficult. It takes away a lot of information that might be 
useful. Verna had mentioned that there was copy missing from the 
books of prophecy, but she didn’t know the reason.” 

Nicci glanced around at the shelves. “Show me all the books you 
know of with text missing.” 

Richard wondered why Nicci looked so suspicious. 

Berdine opened several of the glass doors and pulled out volumes, 
handing them each in turn to Nicci. Nicci scanned them briefly, then 
dismissively set them on the table. “Prophecy,” she pronounced yet 
again as she tossed the last one Berdine handed her on the pile. 

“What are you getting at?” Richard asked. 

Instead of answering him, she looked at Berdine. “Any more with 
missing text?” 

Berdine nodded. “There is one more.” 

She glanced briefly at Richard, then pushed a row of books out of 
her way. At the back of a shelf she drew a panel aside. A small section 
of the wall opened to reveal a gilded niche with a small book sitting 
on a dark green velvet pillow with a golden fringe. The leather cover 
looked to once have been red, but was now so faded and worn that 
the bits of faint color only hinted at its past glory. It was a delicately 
beautiful book, intriguing partly because of its small size, and partly 
because of the ornate decorative leatherwork. 

“T used to help Lord Rahl—I mean Darken Rahl—work on 
translations of books in High D’Haran,” Berdine explained. “This room 
was one of the places he would study his private books—that’s how I 
knew where to find the key and about this secret compartment in the 
back of the bookcase. I really thought it might be something useful.” 

“And was it?” Richard asked. 

“T thought it would be, but I’m afraid not. It, too, is missing text. 
Except, unlike those other books, this one isn’t just missing some of 
the text here and there, or missing whole sections. Instead, this book 
is missing every single word. It’s completely empty.” 

“Its missing every word?” Nicci asked suspiciously. “Let me see it.” 

Berdine handed the little book over to Nicci. “It’s completely blank, 
I’m telling you. See for yourself. It’s useless.” 

Nicci opened the ancient, worn leather cover and scanned the first 


page. Her finger followed along as if she were reading. She flipped the 
page and studied the next, then did the same thing yet again. 

“Dear spirits,” she whispered as she appeared to read. 

“What is it?” Richard asked. 

Berdine stretched up on her tiptoes and peeked over the top of the 
book. “It can’t be anything. See—it’s blank.” 

“No, it’s not,” Nicci murmured as she read. “This is a book of 
magic.” She looked up. “It only appears blank to those without the 
gift. And, in the case of this particular work, even they must possess 
the gift in sufficient strength to be able to read this. This is a 
profoundly important volume.” 

Berdine wrinkled her nose. “What?” 

“Books of magic are dangerous, some exceedingly dangerous. Some, 
such as this one, are beyond even that.” Nicci waggled the book at the 
Mord-Sith. “This one is far more than profoundly dangerous. 

“As a form of protection such books are usually shielded in some 
way. If they are considered dangerous enough, then they are protected 
with spells that make the text vanish from a person’s mind so quickly 
that they don’t recall seeing it. It makes them think the pages are 
blank. A person without the gift simply can’t hold the words of a book 
of magic in their mind. You actually do see the words in this book, but 
you forget seeing them so fast that you aren’t cognizant that there was 
anything on the pages—the words vanish from your mind before you 
actually perceive them. 

“That particular spell is, in part, the basis for the concept of the 
Chainfire spell. The wizards in ancient times—who often used such 
spells to protect dangerous books they wrote—began to wonder if 
such a thing could be done with a person, in effect making them 
vanish, just as the words in some books of magic can seem to vanish.” 

Nicci gestured vaguely as her attention drifted back to the book. “Of 
course, when a soul is involved it complicates the whole matter 
beyond words.” 

Richard had long ago learned that he had been able to memorize 
The Book of Counted Shadows only because he was gifted. Zedd had 
told him that if he hadn’t had the gift, he wouldn’t have been able to 
hold the words in his mind long enough to have remembered a single 
one. 

“So, what is this book about?” he asked. 

Nicci finally pulled her gaze away from the pages and looked up. 
“This is a book of magic instruction.” 

“I know, you said that already,” he said, patiently. “Instruction for 
what?” 

Nicci checked the page again, and swallowed as she again gazed 


into his eyes. “I think this is the original instruction book for putting 
the boxes of Orden in play.” 

Richard felt goose bumps, yet again, tingle up his arms and legs. 

He gently lifted the book from Nicci’s hands. Sure enough, it was 
not blank at all. Every page was packed with small written words, 
diagrams, charts, and formulas. 

“This is in High D’Haran.” He looked up at Nicci. “You mean to say 
you can read High D’Haran?” 

“Of course.” 

Richard shared a look with Berdine. 

He could see immediately that the book was profoundly complex. 
He had learned High D’Haran, but this book was something only on 
the brink of his understanding. 

“This is far more technical than the High D’Haran I’m used to 
reading,” he said as he scanned the pages. 

Nicci leaned close and pointed to a place on the page he was staring 
at. “This here is all reference material to formulas needed in 
incantations. You have to know the formulas and spells to really 
understand it.” 

Richard looked up into her blue eyes. “And do you?” 

She twisted her mouth as she frowned at the page. “I don’t know. 
Pd have to study it at length to know if I can be of any help in 
translating it.” 

Berdine again stretched up on her tiptoes and peered into the book, 
as if checking to see if maybe the words might now appear to her. 
“Why can’t you tell right away? I mean, either you can read and 
understand it, or you can’t.” 

Nicci raked the fingers of one hand back through her blond hair as 
she took a deep breath. “It’s not that simple with books of magic. It’s 
kind of like doing complex mathematical equations. You may know 
the numbers and at first think you know what it’s about, that you can 
work the equation, but if you then discover unknown symbols buried 
in the equation—symbols that refer to things unfamiliar to you—then 
the entire equation is pretty much unworkable. Just knowing some of 
the numbers isn’t enough. You have to know what every element 
means, or at least how to find the value or quantity it represents. 

“This is much the same, although I’m simplifying it so that you can 
understand my point. In this there are not just symbols, but obsolete 
references to spells, making it all the more difficult to understand. 
Being in High D’Haran makes it worse yet because over time High 
D’Haran words and their meaning have changed. Added to that, this 
text is an ancient, argot form.” 

Richard gripped her arm, drawing her attention. “Nicci, this is 


important; do you think you can manage to do it?” 

She looked hesitantly at the book. “It will take some time before I 
can translate enough to be able to tell you if I have a chance of being 
successful.” 

Richard took the book out of her hands, closed it, and handed it 
back to her. “Then you’d better take it with you. When we have more 
time you can study it and sec if you can figure it out.” 

She frowned suspiciously. “Why? What are you thinking?” 

“Nicci, don’t you see? This could be our answer. If you can translate 
it, understand it, then what’s in here might provide us with a way to 
counter, reverse, or dismantle what Sister Ulicia did. With this, maybe 
we can take the boxes of Orden back out of play.” 

Nicci gently rubbed her thumb over the cover of the little book. 
“That sounds like it makes sense, Richard, but knowing how to do 
something doesn’t mean that you can undo it.” 

“Kind of like trying to get yourself unpregnant?” Cara asked. 

Nicci smiled. “Something like that.” 

Cara’s unexpected analogy threw Richard’s mind back to Kahlan, 
and when she had been pregnant. A gang of men had caught her alone 
and beaten her nearly to death. She lost her and Richard’s child. Her 
pregnancy ended before he’d even known about it. 

The memory of seeing Kahlan so grievously hurt nearly buckled his 
knees. He had to force the ghastly thoughts back into the blackness 
from where they’d come. 

Nicci’s brow twitched with a frown, apparently at seeing the 
anguish in his face. He ignored her unspoken worry for him. 

“T don’t need to remind you how important this is,” he said. 

She held him in her gaze for a long moment, as if wanting to tell 
him that it was impossible, but desperately not wanting to say no to 
him. She finally pressed her lips tight and nodded. 

“TI do my best, Richard.” 

Her expression suddenly brightened. She flipped to the end of the 
book and hurriedly turned back the last page. She stood absorbed for 
a moment as she scrutinized the final page. 

“This is interesting,” she murmured. : 

“What?” Richard asked. 

Nicci looked up from the middle of what she was reading. “Well, at 
the end of some books of magic, as a precaution against unauthorized 
use, they will occasionally have some final step that’s essential but not 
included. If so, then, even if the boxes are already in play, we might 
be able to interrupt the series of specific actions required. Do you see 
what I mean? Sometimes, if the book is dangerous enough, it won’t be 
complete in and of itself, but will require something else to complete 


it.” 

“Something else? Like what?” 

“T don’t know. That’s what I’m checking.” She held up a finger. “Let 
me read just a little of this part...” 

After a moment she looked up as she tapped the page. “Yes, I was 
right. This warns that to use this book, the key must be used. 
Otherwise, without the key, everything that has come before will not 
only be sterile, but fatal. It says that within one full year the key must 
complete what has been wrought with this book.” 

“Key,” Richard repeated in a flat tone. 

He glanced to Berdine. 

“ ‘They will tremble in fear at what they have done and cast the 
shadow of the key among the bones,“ she quoted from Yanklee’s 
Yarns. “You think that could be the key this book is talking about?” 

Something stirred in the dark fringes of his consciousness. 

With a lightning-swift spark of comprehension, Richard understood. 

His whole body flashed icy cold. His arms and legs went numb. 

“Dear spirits...” he whispered. 

Nicci frowned at him. “Richard, what’s wrong. You’ve gone as pale 
as chalk.” 

Richard had trouble making his voice work. Finally, he heard 
himself say “I’ve got to get back to Zedd.” 

Nicci reached out and laid a hand on his arm. “What’s wrong?” 

“T think I know what the key is.” 

Richard began to pant as his heart pounded out of control. 
Everything he knew was turning upside down and all the pieces were 
coming apart. It felt like he couldn’t get his breath. 

They will tremble in fear at what they have done and cast the shadow of 
the key among the bones. 

“Well, what do you think—” 

“TIl explain when we get there. We have to go—now.” 

Worried, Nicci slipped the book into a pocket in the black skirt of 
her dress. “I’ll do my best, Richard. TIl figure this out—I promise.” 

He nodded absently as his mind raced to try to fit all the pieces 
back together. He felt as if he were only watching himself begin to 
move. 

He seized Berdine by the arm. “Baraccus had a secret place—a 
library. I need you to try to find out where it was.” 

Berdine nodded at his urgency. “All right, Lord Rahl. I’ll see what I 
can learn. Pll do my best.” 

She glanced down at the white knuckles on his hand gripping her 
arm. Richard realized that he must be hurting her and let go. 


“Thank you, Berdine. I know I can count on you.” The others were 
all staring at him. “I’ve got to get back to Zedd. I’ve got to talk to him 
right away. I’ve got to know where he got it.” 

“Got what?” Nicci pressed a hand to his chest, stopping him before 
he went through the door. “Richard, what’s so important that—” 

“Look, Pll explain it when we get back there,” he said, cutting her 
off. “Right now I need to think this through.” 

Nicci shared a troubled look with Cara. “All right, Richard. Calm 
down. We’ll be back to the Keep soon enough.” 

He snatched a fistful of Cara’s red leather outfit and pushed her 
through the doorway ahead of him. “Get us back to the sliph—the 
shortest route.” 

All business, now, Cara spun her Agiel up into her fist. “Come on, 
then.” 

He turned back to Berdine, trotting backward after Cara. “I need 
you to find out everything you possibly can about Baraccus. 
Everything!” 

Berdine raced along just ahead of Nicci. “I will, Lord Rahl.” 

He pointed back at her. “Verna will be here soon. Tell her that I said 
I need her to help you. Have her Sisters help you, too. Go through 
every book in the entire palace if you have to, but find out everything 
you can about Baraccus—where he was born, where he grew up, what 
he liked, what he didn’t. He was First Wizard, so there should be 
information of some kind. I want to know who cut his hair, who made 
his clothes, what his favorite color was. Everything, no matter how 
trivial you think it is. While you’re at it, see if you can find out 
anything more about what the half-wits from Yanklee’s Yarns did.” 

“Don’t worry, Lord Rahl, if there is any information to be had, I will 
have it. Ill figure it out and have an answer when you return.” 

Richard snatched Nicci’s hand to make sure she kept up and then 
turned toward Cara. “Hurry.” 

Berdine, Agiel in her fist, ran after them, guarding the rear. Richard 
was only dimly aware of the flashes of light off polished armor and 
weapons, and the jangle of gear, as the soldiers took up the chase as if 
the Keeper himself were after the Lord Rahl. 

As his mind raced as fast as his feet, Richard resolved that he had 
better go to Caska first. 

The more he considered that idea, and as pieces of the puzzle 
started fitting together, he reconsidered the idea. With the sliph, he 
could travel swiftly back to Caska from the Keep. 

It was more urgent that he get to Zedd. 

As they ran through the labyrinth of halls, rooms, and passageways, 
Richard heard the distant toll of the bell, calling people to the 


devotion to the Lord Rahl. 
He wondered if they would all soon be kneeling before the Keeper 
of the underworld, and saying their devotions to him. 


Chapter 30 

Six abruptly stood. Without a word she took three long strides to 
the wall of the cave that held Violet’s expansive drawing. The woman 
carefully pressed her bony hands against the chalk symbols that Violet 
had drawn there days before. Those symbols had suddenly begun to 
glow, the yellow chalk glowing with yellow light, the red chalk with 
red light, and the blue with blue light. The eerie illumination from the 
flaring colors shimmered over the walls of the cave the way light 
reflected off rippling water. 

Rachel glanced over at Violet, sitting on a squat, purple-tufted stool 
she’d had Rachel carry in for her days before. The bored queen picked 
with her fingernail at flaking stone on the wall behind her. Rachel had 
come to think of Violet as the queen of the cave, since that was where 
they spent more and more of their time. 

Violet didn’t like sitting on rock when she wasn’t drawing. A filthy 
old rock, she’d said, was more than good enough for Rachel, but not 
for a queen. Six hadn’t cared at all about the stool. She appeared to 
always have more consequential matters on her mind than cushions 
for sitting. Violet, though, got tired of waiting while Six thought about 
those consequential matters, and so she’d had Rachel lug the heavy 
stool to the cave. 

Now, the queen of the cave, under the flickering light of torches and 
glowing symbols, sat upon her tufted purple throne waiting for her 
advisor to advise her as to what needed to be done next. 

“He comes,” Six hissed. “Again he comes through the void.” 

It was clear to Rachel that the woman wasn’t really talking to 
Violet, but to herself. The queen might as well not have been there. 

Violet glanced up. She didn’t look inclined to bother to stand unless 
Six told her that it was necessary that she do more drawings, but it 
was clear that her interest had been roused. This was, after all what 
she wanted and the whole reason she bothered to go to all the work of 
making such complex drawings down in a dank and dingy cave when 
she could just as well be trying on dresses and jewels or attending 
grand feasts where guests fawned over the young queen. 

Six seemed in a world of her own as her hands glided over the 
drawing. She put the side of her face against the stone and at the same 
time reached an arm back. 

“Come, my child.” 

A scowl creased Violet’s round features. “You mean, ‘my queen.“ 

Six either didn’t hear her, or didn’t care to correct herself. “Hurry. It 
is time to begin the links.” 

Violet stood. “Now? It’s long past dinnertime. I’m starving.” 

Six, stroking her cheek against the chalk drawing of Richard like a 


cat rubbing the side of its face against a person’s legs, didn’t seem at 
all interested in dinner. 

She rolled her long fingers, beckoning Violet. “It must be now. 
Hurry. We must not waste such a rare opportunity. Such links as we 
need will take time and there is no telling how much time we may 
have.” 

“Well then why didn’t we begin earlier, when there—” 

“It must be started now, when he is in the void.” Six clawed the air 
with one hand. “Easier to scratch his eyes out when he’s blind,” she 
said in her hissy voice. 

“T don’t see why—” 

“The way is the way. Do you wish this or not?” 

Violet’s folded arms, along with her defiance, came undone. Her 
expression took on a dark set. “I do.” 

A sinuous smile slipped across Six’s features. “Then let it begin. You 
must now complete the links.” 

Looking suddenly resolute, Violet plucked the sticks of colored 
chalk off a little ledge in the stone wall behind her royal stool. As she 
strode up beside Six, the woman tapped a long, thin finger to the 
stone. 

“Begin at the sign of the dagger, as I’ve taught you, just as you’ve 
practiced, to insure that, at the initiation of the link, what you have 
wrought will be ready to slice swift and sure.” 

“T know, I know,” Violet said as she boldly touched the tip of the 
yellow chalk to the point of one of the elaborate glowing symbols off 
to the side of Richard. 

Six snatched Violet’s wrist, pulling her hand back just enough to lift 
the chalk away from the wall. She moved Violet’s hand over a few 
inches, then let the chalk again touch the symbol, but at the next apex 
in a design with a perimeter comprised of dozens of points. 

“I told you,” Six said with strained civility as she helped Violet 
begin the line, “a mistake here will last us for eternity.” 

“I know—I just got the wrong apex point, that’s all,” Violet huffed. 
“Tve got it, now.” 

Six, ignoring the queen, her gaze fixed on the drawing, nodded 
approvingly as she watched the chalk begin to move across the stone. 

“Change to red,” Six prompted in a low voice after Violet had pulled 
the chalk a few inches across the open distance. 

Without argument or hesitation, Violet changed the chalk for the 
red one and started it moving at an angle from the yellow line she had 
already drawn. After bringing it half the remaining distance toward 
the drawing of Richard, she stopped without needing to be told and 
switched to the blue chalk. 


She hesitated, then, and glanced up at Six. “This is the node? 
Right?” 

Six was already nodding. “That’s right,” she murmured, pleased 
with what she was seeing. “That’s right, take it around and back now 
to complete the first ligature.” 

Violet drew a blue circle at the end of the red line before crossing 
the empty place on the smooth, dark stone wall. When the blue chalk 
reached one of the points on the next symbol, she went back and drew 
a line from the circle to connect to Richard. The completed triad of 
lines Violet had just drawn began to glow. The blue circle ignited with 
a beam of light, as if it were a beacon coming through a window in 
the dark stone. 

Six abruptly held up a hand, commanding that Violet stop before 
she could put the chalk to the next point in the sequence. 

“What’s wrong?” Violet asked. 

“Something... is not right...” 

Six pressed the side of her face to the drawing, this time laying her 
cheek right atop Richard’s face. 

“Not right at all...” 


Richard drew another silvered breath of the ecstasy but, with his 
urgent worries overriding the experience, it was something short of 
the remarkable essence of rapture that he usually experienced within 
the sliph. 

He realized, though, that when he traveled in the sliph he was 
usually gravely troubled by something; after all, trouble of one sort or 
another was why he traveled in the sliph in the first place. Still, it had 
never before felt this way. This feeling was not dread so much as it 
was a sense of the great, but intangible, weight of foreboding. With 
every breath, that phantom weight pressed in on him ever more. 

Within the sliph there was no real sense of vision, as such, just as 
there was no real sense of time, or up, or down. Even so, there was a 
semblance of sight; there were colors and, on occasion, obscure shapes 
that seemed to loom up and just as quickly vanish. There was also a 
visual perception of the phenomenon of mind-bending speed that 
made him feel as if he were nothing more than an arrow fired from a 
powerful bow. At the same time, there was a feeling of almost floating 
motionless within the thick void of the sliph. Those different 
sensations mixed together created a heady mix of the whole of the 
experience that suspended his urge to separate them into constituent 
parts. 

As he raced through the quicksilver essence of the sliph, he began to 
discount his anxiety. It was then that Richard felt the faint brush of an 


odd sensation against his skin, a stealthy pressure that he instantly 
recognized as a sensation he had never before experienced as he 
traveled. Tingling apprehension rippling through him. 

Forboding, he realized, was not tangible in the way that this touch 
had been. 

As he drifted, held in the embrace of the vast silver emptiness, he 
tried to separate the perception of having been touched from 
everything else. Richard felt the placid isolation of the sliph 
surrounding him, caressing him, insulating him from the terrible, 
headlong rush of speed that otherwise seemed as if it would surely 
have to tear a person apart. He still felt the balm of serenity quelling 
his fear of breathing into his lungs the liquid in which he floated. 

But Richard felt something else, even if he was not yet able to set 
the troubling sensation apart from all others enough to define it. 

With growing conviction, though, he was sure that something was 
wrong, Frighteningly wrong. It was all the more disturbing because he 
couldn’t understand how he knew that something was imperfect. He 
worked to comprehend why he would think such a thing. 

It had to have been, he decided, that furtive touch. He briefly 
wondered if he could have imagined it, but then discounted the 
notion. He had felt it. 

It seemed almost as if he were in the presence of an unholy taint, 
like lying in a warm, sunlit meadow on a beautiful day, surrounded by 
the cascade of colors and balmy aroma of wildflowers, watching 
cottony clouds slowly drift through a bright blue sky, and then 
catching the first faint whiff of a decomposing carcass while at the 
same time realizing that the vague sound you heard was the buzzing 
of flies. 

What ordinarily seemed like a timeless spell spent racing through 
the smoothly silver sliph had begun to drag out into an agonizing 
suspension of headway. 

Cara already had his right hand in an iron grip, but Nicci gripped 
his left hand even more tightly. He could tell in that urgent squeeze 
that she sensed something as well. He wished that he could ask her 
what she felt, but talking within the sliph was not possible. 

Richard opened his eyes wider, trying to see more of what was 
around him, but it was a muted, murky world where there was little 
to be seen, other than the shimmering shafts of light—yellow, red, 
blue—piercing the gloom through which they raced. Richard didn’t 
think that those shafts of light were moving as they once had been. It 
was hard to tell such things for sure within the sliph, though. It was 
generally a hazy sense of events, rather than actual perception. 

There was something out ahead of him, Richard realized, something 


maneuvering fluidly through the silver obscurity. At first it looked like 
long, slender petals just beginning to blossom open. As it came closer, 
Richard saw that it looked more like numerous arms—tapered, long, 
undulating objects—fanning open from a central element that for 
some reason he could not quite figure out. 

It was disorienting to watch because it was so incomprehensible. As 
it came ever closer, it began to appear to Richard as if whatever it was 
was made up of segments of glass, all assembled into something 
orderly, something billowing open before him. He could see through 
the transparent, expanding arms, see the shafts of color and light 
shimmering beyond. 

It was the oddest thing he had ever seen. As hard as he tried, he 
simply could not make sense of it. It was like it was there, but not 
there. 

And then, with icy dread, comprehension washed through him. 

At the same time, Nicci pulled his hand so hard that it nearly 
wrenched his arm right out of its socket. The yank must have pulled 
him back, because Cara, still holding his other hand, sailed around 
him as if falling through midair. Richard ducked. The translucent 
shape whipped past his face, just missing him. 

Nicci had pulled him back just in time. 

Richard knew now what it was. 

It was the beast. 

The sense of being in the presence of evil was suddenly so strong 
that it engulfed him with suffocating panic. As the beast, like some 
temporal vision, skimmed past him, it twisted around. The glassy arms 
fanned open as they reached out and again tried to snatch him. 

With a sharp tug Nicci again drew him back from the star-shaped 
net of tentacles spread wide before him. Again they tried to close 
around him. 

Richard pulled his hand away from Cara’s and drew his knife. With 
her how free hand, she immediately snatched a fistful of his shirt to 
hold on to him. 

Richard did his best to slash at the ever-reaching arms trying to 
embrace him in their deadly grasp. It didn’t take long to realize that 
fighting with a knife within the sliph was close to impossible. It was 
too fluid an environment for Richard to be able to strike with any 
speed. It was like trying to maneuver in honey. He changed his tactics 
and instead waited for the arms to draw in around him, waited for 
whatever was at the glassy center to come to him. 

When they did, he drove the blade toward that aware center of the 
translucent threat. Rather than be impaled on the blade, though, the 
creature only seemed to fold around Richard’s knife and twist 


effortlessly away. 

And then it again came in to attack, now with a kind of abrupt, 
intent fury that Richard could sense. The thing moved with a fluid 
grace that didn’t seem to be hindered at all by the fluid world 
surrounding them. 

To one side Richard saw the shimmering shape of Cara, still 
gripping his shirt as she tried to attack the beast with her free hand. 
To the other side, he knew, Nicci was trying to work magic. It didn’t 
seem that her magic was working in the environment of the sliph. 

One of the beast’s arms coiled around Richard’s arm, another lashed 
around Cara’s. She seized his wrist with her other hand. The beast 
fastened onto her other arm as well and effortlessly ripped the two of 
them apart. In an instant, Cara was gone. In the murky darkness 
Richard couldn’t tell where she was, or how close she might be. 
Worse, he didn’t know if she was all right, or if the creature had her. 

Nicci tightened her arm protectively around Richard’s waist, 
holding on for dear life, as more of the undulating, transparent arms 
came out of the gloom and coiled around them. It was like getting 
tangled in a nest of snakes, all entwining themselves and constricting 
with great force once attached. The one around Richard’s leg drew so 
tight that he thought it would surely rip his flesh from the bone. 

Even though Richard could not hear Nicci in the conventional sense, 
he could perceive her muffled cries of fury as she fought the thing that 
had snared them. An odd, muted form of lightning flickered madly 
around Nicci. Richard knew she was trying to use her power, but it 
wasn’t having any effect on the beast. 

Richard ignored the pain of the glassy tentacles that already had 
him and stabbed over and over, cutting into thick arms that looked to 
be only partly there. With determined and focused rage he slashed 
with the knife and was able to cleave some of the arms away from the 
core of the thing. Once severed, they writhed wildly as they fell away 
into the void around them, as if sinking into a bottomless sea. 

It seemed to do no good; ever more of the twisting tentacles came at 
him from out of the darkness. It was like finding himself at the bottom 
of a dark pit full of angry vipers. Richard fought on with all his 
strength, cutting, stabbing, slashing. His arms ached with the effort. 
Nicci grappled with the thick tentacles with one hand, her other arm 
still refusing to let him go. He could tell by the way she arched and 
twisted that she was in agony. Richard abandoned the coils around 
himself and with all his fury hacked at the arms of the beast hurting 
Nicci as they tried to pull her away from him. 

But then she was violently torn away from him. 

Richard was suddenly alone in the middle of nowhere with a glassy, 
slippery, powerful creature trying to wrestle him in toward its center, 


toward something he could hear snarling, snapping, clacking. 

There was no way to fight such a thing, no way to get an advantage 
over its power, no way to escape its multi-armed grasp. Ever more of 
the arms whipped in to capture him. 

With all his strength, before his arm was captured, he thrust the 
knife toward the center mass that he couldn’t clearly see. 

He made solid contact. The beast howled with a sound that hurt his 
ears. The arms loosened just a bit—not letting go of him, but loosed 
just enough for Richard to give a mighty twist of his body that 
succeeded in spinning him out of the creature’s grip. It an instant, like 
a pumpkin seed squeezed between wet fingers, he squirted away from 
the deadly grip. 

Richard tried to swim away, to somehow escape the thrashing, 
translucent arms coming for him, but it was faster than he was, more 
powerful, and tireless. 


“Here!” Six urged as she rapped her knuckles against the center of 
an emblem. 

Violet raced with the chalk to the spot her advisor was urging her 
toward. Her fingers flew with swift and sure movements. With the 
back of her other hand, Violet swiped sweat off her face, then with her 
fingers wiped it from her eyes. Rachel had never seen Violet work so 
hard, or so fast. 

Rachel didn’t know what was happening, but it was obvious that 
something was not going the way Six had expected. She was in a state 
balancing precariously between panic and rage. Rachel feared 
whichever way it fell. 

While Violet swiftly completed links, switching chalk and moving to 
each successive point, Six went back to softly chanting her 
incantations. The corrosive sound of those whispered words felt as if 
they were searing Rachel’s soul. While she could not understand the 
words or their meaning, they were spoken with a sinister intent that 
terrified her. 

She glanced toward the distant cave entrance, but with it being dark 
outside, Rachel couldn’t see anything. She wanted to run but dared 
not. She knew that if she caused Violet or Six to have to stop what 
they were doing and come after her, it would go very badly for her. 

Chase had taught her to bridle her impulses, as he’d called it, and to 
watch for true openings. He had cautioned her that if she wasn’t in 
immediate mortal danger, she should act only when she had a 
deliberate plan that she had thought out ahead of time. He said that 
she shouldn’t act out of blind fear, but work to find ways to increase 
the odds of success. 


Despite how busy the other two were, Rachel knew that with both 
of them together and both in such a frantic state, they both would 
react to any misdeed by Rachel with swift and unrestrained violence. 
This was not the right opportunity; getting up right then and running 
was not a good plan, and she knew it. 

As Rachel sat still and quiet, trying to keep from being noticed, Six 
gently tapped the side of her fist against several of the flaring nodes in 
the links Violet had already drawn. Each bright circle she tapped went 
dark with a low growling sound that ran a shiver up Rachel’s spine. 
The cave seemed to hum with the rise and fall of Six’s rhythmic 
conjuring. 

Violet, drawing with bold, slashing strokes, glanced to the side, 
checking on Six’s progress. Six, extinguishing the beacons in sequence, 
was catching the queen. Violet, as if in a trance, drew faster. The 
chalk made a clack, clack, clacking sound with each line that Violet 
threw down against the stone. The sound of the chalk matched the 
rhythm of Six’s chant. 

All around the figure of Richard, Six, conjuring with murmured 
verses spoken in a rising, singsong chant that gradually brought a 
howling wind swirling down into the cave, rapped the side of her fist 
against points in the links Violet had been drawing without pause for 
hours. Rachel had thought that Violet might soon collapse from 
exhaustion but, far from it, she seemed to be working herself into a 
fever pitch of effort trying to stay ahead of Six. Despite how swiftly 
her hand moved, each line Violet drew looked true, each intersection 
met accurately and completely. Six had made Violet practice endlessly 
drawing the symbols and now it seemed to be paying off. 

The drawing of Richard was almost completely encased in the web 
of symbols and connecting lines. 

With a strange word, shouted in order to be heard over the howling 
wind, Six extinguished the final beacon around the figure of Richard. 
The wind abruptly died. Little pieces of leaves and other debris 
fluttered down through the abruptly still air. 

Six paused in her chanting. Her brow twitched. With her fingertips 
she touched several of the symbols, as if feeling their pulse. Shimmers 
of colored light flickered through the cave. 

“It has him,” Six whispered to herself. 

Violet paused, swallowing as she caught her breath. “What?” 

“Apogee to inferior apex.” She turned a venomous look on a startled 
Violet. “Do it!” 

Without hesitation Violet turned back to the wall and reached up, 
drawing coiled lines downward from one of the central elements 
above Richard’s head. 


Six lifted a hand. “Be ready, but don’t touch the primary invocation 
points until I tell you.” 

Violet nodded. Six’s eyes rolled back in her head as she leaned in on 
her fingertips over the figure of Richard. As Violet and Rachel 
watched, Six breathed a low murmur of strange words. 


Chapter 31 


Nicci broke above the quicksilver surface of the sliph. The weight of 
the leaden liquid rolled from her hair and face. Colors and light 
seemed to explode out of the quiet, mellow darkness. 

Breathe. 

With all her effort Nicci immediately forced the silver fluid from her 
lungs. 

Breathe. 

With her need overwhelming her dread, she gasped a desperate 
breath. It burned like drawing in acidic vapors. 

The room spun sickeningly in her vision. Nicci saw a smear of red. 
She floundered woodenly as she again gasped. She managed to reach 
the edge and throw an arm over the sliph’s stone wall to hold herself 
up. Panic threatened to swamp her. 

A hand seized her arm. Nicci managed to heave her pack up and 
over the wall. Another hand reached down and helped to haul her up 
enough for her to get both arms over the wall of the sliph. The red she 
had seen was Cara. 

“Where’s Lord Rahl!” 

Nicci blinked up at the Mord-Sith’s intense blue eyes. She had never 
known blue to hurt so much. She closed her eyes and shook her head, 
still trying to clear her mind of the experience, of the confusion, of the 
ringing sound of Cara’s voice echoing through the marrow of her 
bones. 

“Richard...” 

If felt as if her insides twisted with the anguish of wanting nothing 
so much as to help him. 

“Richard...” 

Cara grunted with the effort of lifting Nicci’s dead weight and 
pulling the top half of her body the rest of the way up and out of the 
well. Nicci, feeling like the survivor of a shipwreck in a stormy sea, 
slid out over the top of the stone wall, unable to do much to 
contribute to her own rescue. Cara put one knee to the floor, catching 
Nicci before her limp body hit the stone. 

Once Cara had lowered her down onto the stone floor, Nicci 
gathered all her strength and pushed herself up on trembling arms. 
She couldn’t seem to muster her usual strength. It was a frightful 
feeling, not being able to make her body do her bidding. With great 
effort she finally managed to tip herself upright and sit heavily back 
against the wall of the sliph’s well. She still gasped, trying to catch her 
breath. She still hurt everywhere. For a moment she slumped against 
the stone well, trying to gather her strength. 

Cara seized her by the collar of her dress and shook her. 


“Nicci—where’s Lord Rahl?” 

Nicci blinked, looking around, trying to make sense of everything. 
She hurt so much. The pain reminded her of one of Jagang’s beatings, 
the way during his rage she would start to feel the pain through a 
half-numb fog of confusion. But this had not been the emperor’s 
doing. This was pain from something that had happened in the sliph. 
Traveling had never hurt before. It had never been a painful 
experience. 

“Where’s Lord Rahl!” 

Nicci winced at the ache of the shout echoing around the room. She 
swallowed past the raw pain in her throat. 

“T don’t know.” She put her elbows on her knees and ran her fingers 
back into her hair, holding her pounding head in both hands. “Dear 
spirits, I don’t know.” 

Cara leaned over the well so fast and so hard that Nicci thought she 
might topple in. Instinctively, she reached out to catch the Mord-Sith’s 
legs, thinking that she would surely fall in, but she didn’t. 

“Sliph!” Cara’s shout again echoed around the ancient, dusty stone 
room. Nicci shared the emotion, but knew that the intensity would not 
accomplish anything. 

Ignoring the searing pain in her joints, she staggered to her feet. 
The spinning feeling was slowing a little. She saw the quicksilver form 
of the sliph’s face partly emerge from the well, her features forming in 
the glossy surface to look up at them. 

“Where’s Lord Rahl?” Cara asked. 

The sliph chose to ignore Cara’s question. Instead she peered over at 
Nicci. 

“You must not ever do that when you are within me.” The eerie 
voice echoed softly around the room. 

“You mean magic?” Nicci guessed. 

“T have great difficulty being able to endure such power being 
unleashed within me, but such a thing could be worse for you and 
anyone else traveling at the same time. You must not ever try to use 
your ability when you travel. It will make you sick at the least. It 
could easily turn out far worse. It is dangerous to all.” 

“She’s right about that,” Cara said, confidentially. “When you 
started doing that it hurt like an Agiel was being used on me. My legs 
still don’t work right.” 

“Mine either,” Nicci admitted. “But I couldn’t very well just let the 
beast have Richard without trying to protect him, now, could I?” 

Ill at ease for even giving the hint of an impression that she 
wouldn’t have done anything to protect Richard, Cara shook her head. 
“T would have taken far worse than that to protect Lord Rahl. You did 


the right thing—I don’t care what the sliph says.” 

“Me too,” Nicci said. At that moment, though, she wasn’t concerned 
about herself or Cara. She turned to the sliph. “Where is Richard? 
What happened to him? Where is he?” 

“I cannot—” 

Cara’s patience, if she’d had any, was gone. She lunged for the sliph 
as if she was going to try to strangle the silver neck. “Where is he!” 

The face glided out of reach. Nicci snatched Cara’s outfit and pulled 
the woman back, standing her up on the floor beside her. Her face, 
red with rage, nearly matched her leather outfit. 

“Sliph, this is vital,” Nicci said, trying to sound reasonable. “We 
were with Richard—with Lord Rahl, your master—when we were 
attacked. That’s why I had to use my power. I was trying to protect 
him. That beast is extremely dangerous.” 

The flawless silver face distorted into a fearful cast. “I know, it hurt 
me.” 

Nicci paused in astonishment. “The beast hurt you?” 

The sliph nodded. Reflections of the room bent and flowed in 
twisting shapes over the smooth contours of the statuesque, silver 
features. Nicci stared in wonder as shimmering quicksilver tears 
formed along the lower lid of the sliph’s eyes and rolled down the 
glossy surface of her cheeks. 

“It hurt. It did not want to travel.” The silver brow wrinkled with 
what looked like indignation layered atop torment. “It had no right to 
use me in that way. It hurt me.” 

Nicci shared a look with Cara. 

Cara may have looked surprised, but she did not look sympathetic. 
The truth be told, at that moment Nicci’s worry for Richard took 
precedence over any other concern. 

“Sliph, ’m sorry,” Nicci said, “but—” 

“Where is he?” Cara growled. “Just tell us where Lord Rahl is.” 

The sliph hesitated. “He no longer travels.” 

“Where is he, then?” Cara repeated. 

The sliph’s voice turned cold and distant. “I never reveal 
information about others who have been with me.” 

“He’s not just a traveler!” Cara screamed in rage. “It’s Lord Rahl!” 

The sliph backed to the far wall of her well. 

Nicci held a hand up toward Cara, urging a little restraint and for 
her to be quiet a moment. “We were attacked by something evil when 
we were traveling together. You know that.” Nicci tried to calm some 
of the menace in her voice. She knew, though, that she wasn’t being 
altogether successful. Her rising panic about Richard was making it 
difficult to think—that and Jebra’s frantic warning that they must not 


allow Richard to be alone, even for an instant. “Sliph, that evil thing 
was after your master, after Richard. We’re Richard’s friends—you 
know that, too. He needs our help.” 

“Lord Rahl may be hurt,” Cara added. 

Nicci nodded her confirmation to Cara’s words. “We need to get to 
him.” 

The quiet in the stone room felt painful. Nicci was still trying to 
accustom herself to being back, still struggling to suppress the agony 
of pain twisting through her while trying to think what to do next. 

“We need to get to Richard,” she repeated. 

The silver face rose up a little farther, drawing a neck of silver fluid 
up out of the well with it. The sliph puzzled at Nicci. 

“You wish to travel?” 

Nicci kept a tight rein on her rage. “Yes. That’s right. We wish to 
travel.” 

Cara, taking the cue from Nicci, gestured down into the well. “Yes, 
that’s right. We wish to travel.” 

“T won’t use my magic in you again, I promise.” Nicci motioned the 
sliph closer. “We wish to travel—right away. Right now.” 

The sliph brightened, as if all was forgiven. “You will be pleased.” 
She seemed eager to satisfy. “Come, we will travel.” 

Nicci put a knee up on the wall. Her thighs ached with the effort. 
She ignored the fiery agony burning through her muscles and joints 
and worked to climb up atop the broad stone wall. She was relieved 
that they had at last found a way to get the sliph to comply—if not by 
telling them where Richard was, then by taking them to him. 

“Yes, we will travel,” Nicci said, still trying to catch her breath. 

The sliph formed an arm, slipping it around Nicci’s waist, helping to 
pull her up onto the wall. “Come, then. Where do you wish to travel?” 

“To where Lord Rahl is.” Cara clambered up onto the wall beside 
Nicci. “Take us there,” she said, putting on a smile for the sliph’s 
benefit, “and we will be pleased.” 

The sliph paused and gazed at her. The arm drew back, melting into 
the slowly sloshing surface. The silver face looked suddenly 
impersonal, even forbidding. 

“T cannot reveal information about other clients.” 

Nicci fisted her hands. “He’s not just any client! He’s your master 
and he’s in trouble! He’s our friend! You have to take us to him!” 

The sliph’s reflective face moved away. “I cannot do such a thing.” 

Nicci and Cara stood mute for a moment, both at their wits’ end, 
unable to think of how to convince the sliph to cooperate. Nicci felt 
like screaming, or crying, or unleashing enough magic to boil the sliph 
into talking. 


“If you don’t help us,” she finally said in an even tone, “then you 
will feel more pain than you did from the beast. I will see to that. 
Please don’t make me resort to that. We know you want to protect 
Richard. That’s what we're trying to do, too.” 

The sliph stared in silence, like a silver statue, as if trying to assess 
the threat. 

Cara pressed her fingers to her temples. “It’s like trying to reason 
with a bucket of water,” she muttered. 

Nicci glared at the sliph. “You will take us to your master. That’s an 
order.” 

“You’d better do as she says,” Cara said, “or when she’s done with 
you, then you will have to answer to me.” 

The Mord-Sith spun her Agiel up into her fist to make her point. 

But when she did she suddenly froze stiff, staring at the weapon. 
The blood drained from her face. Even her hands stood out white 
against the red leather of her outfit. 

Nicci leaned closer and laid a hand on Cara’s shoulder. “What’s 
wrong?” 

Cara’s hanging jaw finally moved. “It’s dead.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

Cara’s blue eyes were filled with unbridled panic. “My Agiel is dead 
in my hand. I can’t feel it.” 

While Nicci could clearly read the startled dismay in the Mord-Sith’s 
voice, she didn’t understand its source. Having an Agiel not give her 
pain hardly seemed like cause for panic. Even so, such naked terror 
was infectious. 

“Does that mean something?” Nicci asked, fearing the answer. 

The sliph watched from the far side of the well. 

“The Agiel is powered through our bond to Lord Rahl—by his gift.” 
She held the weapon out, as if in evidence. “If the Agiel is dead, then 
so is the Lord Rahl.” 

“Listen, Pll use my power if I have to to make the sliph take us to 
him. But Cara, don’t start jumping to conclusions. We can’t know—” 

“He’s not there.” 

“He’s not where?” 

“Anywhere.” Still, Cara stared at her slender weapon held up in her 
trembling fingers. “I can no longer feel the bond.” Her liquid blue- 
eyed gaze turned up to Nicci. “The bond always tells us where the 
Lord Rahl is. I no longer can feel him. I no longer feel where he is. 
He’s not there. He’s not anywhere.” 

A wave of nausea washed through Nicci. She felt faint. Her fingers 
and toes were going numb. 

She turned back to the sliph. 


It was gone. 

Nicci leaned over the wall, peering down into the well. In the 
darkness below she saw a faint silver glimmer just as it vanished, 
leaving behind only blackness. 

She turned back to Cara and seized a fistful of leather at her 
shoulder. She hopped down off the wall, pulling Cara with her. 

“Come on. I know someone who can tell us where Richard is.” 


Chapter 32 


With Cara at her side, Nicci raced down the torchlit hallway, over 
elaborately designed carpets that muted their footfalls, past doorways 
into darkness, past rooms with oil lamps warmly lighting only vacant 
furniture. The Keep, nearly as vast as the mountain that sheltered it 
beneath its stoic stone shoulders, felt empty and haunted. Nicci had 
spent decades in the vast complex known as the Palace of the 
Prophets, which in some ways was reminiscent of the Keep, but the 
palace had been alive with hundreds of people of all kinds living 
there, from the Prelate to the boys who tended the stables. It, too, had 
been a place of wizards—wizards in training, anyway. The Keep 
existed for the purposes of man, and yet it stood silent and absent of 
those who would give it life. If a place could be said to be forlorn, the 
immense structure of the Keep was such a place. 

Cara ran with all her strength, driven by her loyalty and love for 
Richard, by dread that the worst had happened to him. Nicci ran just 
as fast, driven by fear of even considering the possibility that he was 
dead, as if trying to outrun death itself. She couldn’t allow herself to 
even entertain such a concept, lest she collapse in despair. A world 
without Richard in it would be a dead world to her. 

Cara slid across the polished gray marble floor to slow herself 
enough to make the turn when Nicci hooked a hand on a cold, black 
marble newel post and charged up the wide, black, granite steps. The 
windows far above were dark, making them look like black voids in 
the world. The stairwell, lit by a few glass proximity spheres, rose up 
through a soaring tower to seemingly impossible heights above them, 
making Nicci feel as if she were at the very bottom of a very deep 
stone well. 

The sounds of their footsteps echoed through the Keep, like the 
haunting whispers of those long-dead souls who had once walked 
these very halls, climbed these very steps, laughed and loved and lived 
in this place. At the top of the third run of stairs, Nicci, her legs aching 
with the frantic effort, led them into a broad passageway. As she ran 
past the warm reddish brown cherry pilasters separating expanses of 
brightly colored, leaded glass, she pointed ahead, letting Cara know 
that they would be turning at the next hallway to the right. 

Finally into the network of smaller halls leading to the quarters 
where they had been staying, Nicci spotted Zedd in the distance, 
marching toward them. Rikka followed close on his heels. The old 
wizard, looking grim as he drew to a halt, waited for them to close the 
last bit of distance. 

“What is it?” he asked, apparently knowing by the looks on their 
faces that something was awry. 


“Where’s Lord Rahl?” Rikka demanded as she came to an abrupt 
halt right behind him. 

Nicci recognized the anxious look on her face. It was the same look 
that Cara had worn ever since she’d discovered that her Agiel didn’t 
work. Nicci glanced down and saw that Rikka was gripping her Agiel 
in a white-knuckled fist, the same as Cara. Those talismans of their 
connection to the Lord Rahl were now dead. 

“Where’s my grandson?” Zedd asked, framing it in an anguished, 
personal tone. “Why isn’t he with you?” 

The last of it sounded like an accusation, as if reminding them of 
the warning Jebra had given them before they left, and of the promise 
Nicci had made. 

“Zedd,” Nicci began, “we can’t say for sure.” 

The wizard cocked his head, his white hair sticking out in disarray. 
The look he gave her was very much that of a wizard taking charge of 
the disquieted man. 

“Don’t give me the runaround, child.” 

Had the situation not been so deadly serious, Nicci might have 
laughed at the characterization. 

“We were all together in the sliph, returning to the Keep,” Nicci told 
him, “and somewhere along the way—it’s impossible to tell where you 
are while you're traveling—we were attacked by the beast.” 

Zedd glanced to Cara. “The beast.” 

Cara nodded confirmation. 

“Then what?” 

“T don’t know.” Nicci lifted her arms in frustration at trying to find 
the words to describe the experience. “We tried to fight it off. It had 
all these snakelike arms. We were grappling with it. I tried to use my 
Han against it—” 

“In the sliph?” 

“Yes, but it was of little or no help. I was trying everything I could 
think of. Then, the beast just ripped both Cara and me away from 
Richard. We couldn’t find him in the darkness. We tried, but we 
couldn’t find anything—not even each other. Like I said, it’s 
impossible to tell where you are when you're in the sliph. You can’t 
see, you can’t really hear. It’s a confusing kind of place and, try as we 
might, we just couldn’t rind Richard.” 

He was looking more angry by the moment. “Then why are you 
here, instead of in the sliph looking for him?” 

“The sliph spit us out,” Cara said. “We found ourselves here, back at 
the Keep. Nicci and I were each trying in our own way to find Lord 
Rahl, but... there was nothing. No Beast, no Lord Rahl. Then the sliph 
dumped us out here, at the place where we had all been headed when 


we were attacked.” 

“What are you doing up here, then?” he asked again in a menacing 
voice. “Why aren’t you back in the sliph searching or, better yet, 
making the sliph tell you where he is?” 

Nicci saw his hands fisted at his sides. She knew how he felt. She 
gently grasped his arm. 

“Zedd, the sliph wouldn’t tell us where he is. Believe me, we tried. 
It might be possible to get her to do so, I just don’t know, but I think I 
know a better way—someone who might be able to tell us where 
Richard is: Jebra. I don’t want to waste any more time, and I think 
Jebra might be able to provide an answer sooner than the sliph 
would.” 

Zedd pressed his thin lips tight as he considered. “It’s worth a try,” 
he said at last, “but you need to understand that the woman has been 
in quite a state since you left. She’s been inconsolable at best and at 
times in the iron grip of something akin to hysteria. We’ve tried to 
calm her down, but to no avail. I’m afraid that, with all she’s been 
through, it’s all the more daunting for her to have to face the sudden 
return of her unique kind of visions. It’s obviously difficult for her to 
come to grips with having them again, to say nothing of the nature of 
this particular one. 

“We finally put her to bed, hoping that if she got some rest she 
would gain her strength back and be better able to sort out the 
confusion of her visions. At least she’s not in a state like Queen 
Cyrilla; she’s fighting not to allow herself to fall into that madness. 
She is aware that she needs to be able to help us, but at the moment 
her despair is simply overpowering her common sense. I’m sure, too, 
that her complete exhaustion is playing a role in her difficulty. We’re 
hoping that after some rest she can add more to what she’s already 
told us.” 

“And what has she said?” Nicci asked, hoping the answer might 
provide a clue. 

Zedd studied her eyes a moment. “She said that you would come 
back without Richard.” 

Nicci stared at the man. “And what has become of him?” 

Zedd’s gaze fell away. “That’s the part we’re trying to get out of 
her.” 

“My Agiel has gone dead,” Rikka said. “I can’t feel the bond. I can’t 
feel Lord Rahl. What if he’s dead?” 

Zedd turned a little and lifted a hand, as if urging her to calm down. 
“Let’s not jump to conclusions. There could be any number of 
explanations.” 

Cara did not look at all cheered by his suggestion. “Such as?” she 


asked. 

Zedd turned his hazel eyes toward her, studying the Mord-Sith for a 
moment as he considered his answer. “I don’t know, Cara. I just don’t 
know. I’ve been running every possibility through my mind ever since 
Jebra told me that he wouldn’t return with you. There are any number 
of possibilities but at this moment scant evidence to go on. We will 
not leave a single rock unturned, I can promise you that.” 

Nicci swallowed back the lump rising in her throat. “Right now, our 
best chance is to see if we can find out from Jebra where Richard is. If 
we can get that much out of her then we can act. If we can act, then 
we have a chance to help him.” 

“If he’s still alive,” Rikka said. 

Nicci gritted her teeth as she turned a glare on the woman. “He’s 
alive.” 

Rikka swallowed. “I was just saying...” 

“Nicci is right,” Cara insisted. “This is Lord Rahl we’re talking 
about. He’s alive.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “He’s alive.” 

“Nonetheless,” the wizard said in a pained voice, “we have to be 
prepared should the worst turn out to be true.” When he saw the look 
on Cara’s face, he offered a small smile. “Saying it out loud will not 
make it so. What is, is. I’m only saying that we must be prepared for 
any eventuality, that’s all. It’s the wise thing to do. It’s what Richard 
himself would do if he lost one of us, and what he would want us to 
do should anything happen to him. Wouldn’t you expect him to fight 
on if something happened to you? We simply cannot ignore the things 
we are facing. Richard would want us to fight on, to fight for 
ourselves.” 

Nicci thought, perhaps more than ever before, that she was hearing 
the First Wizard himself speaking. She could see where Richard got 
some of his remarkable resolve. 

Cara glared at the man. “You’re talking like he’s dead. He’s not.” 

Zedd offered her a smile and nodded his agreement. He was not 
able to make it look convincing. 

“T need to talk to Jebra,” Nicci said. “Right now that’s the best place 
to start. What else has she had to say about her vision?” 

Zedd sighed. “Not much. It’s been years since she has had a vision 
and this one was not only a complete surprise but apparently 
overpoweringly appalling. I have begun to fear that the reason she 
hasn’t had visions is because of what Richard had to say about magic 
failing. If so, then for this one to break through her failing ability 
speaks volumes. While she was conscious and during the periods when 
she’s been coherent, her ability to grasp the entirety of her vision, the 
events in it seemed to have been fragmented and incomplete.” 


“Maybe we can help her to piece it together,” Nicci said as gently as 
possible, despite how powerfully determined she was to make the 
woman do what was needed. 

Zedd obviously didn’t think it was going to do any good, but he 
apparently would rather invest his effort in the attempt than surrender 
to the unimaginable. 

“This way,” he said as he turned in a flourish and rushed off down 
the dimly lit hall. 


At a rather small, round-topped door with intricate vines and 
overlapping leaves carved into the mahogany panels, Zedd, with Nicci 
and the two Mord-Sith flanking him, gently knocked. While he waited 
for an answer, he turned to Rikka. 

“Go and get Nathan. Tell him it’s urgent, and that he will need to 
pack. He is going to have to leave at once.” 

Nicci suspected what Zedd was going to ask Nathan to do, but she 
forced the thought from her mind. It would require her to think of the 
unthinkable. 

She instead concentrated on the task at hand. She had to get Jebra 
to tell her where Richard was, tell her what was happening to him. If 
necessary, Nicci intended to use her gift to accomplish the task. 

As Rikka raced off down the hall, Zedd rapped again, a little louder. 
When there was no response, he looked back over his shoulder at 
Nicci. 

He fidgeted with the cuff of his simple robes. “Do you sense 
anything...odd?” 

Nicci was so filled with frantic thoughts and emotions that she 
hadn’t been paying any attention. They were in the Keep, after all. 
There were alarms everywhere that should protect them from any 
unwanted visitors. 

She set aside her thoughts as her senses went into a heightened state 
of awareness. 

“Now that you mention it, something does feel... odd.” 

“Odd like what?” Cara asked as she spun her Agiel back up into her 
hand. She looked startled for just an instant before realization cut off 
the surprise. 

Nicci gently lifted the wizard’s hand from the lever before he could 
open the door. “There isn’t anyone in there with her, is there? Maybe 
Tom, or Friedrich?” 

Zedd frowned at her. “Not that I know of. Those two are out on 
patrol. I was sitting with Jebra when I sensed you and Cara coming. 
She was asleep. I had wanted to be near if she awoke and was able to 


tell me any more about her vision. I left her and came to meet you, 
hoping to see that she had been wrong about Richard. Ann and 
Nathan have already gone to bed. I suppose it’s possible that it could 
be one of them.” 

Nicci, her inner senses now fully alert, shook her head. “It’s not 
either of them. Something else.” 

Zedd stared off as he puzzled at the question, the way one would 
listen for any sound, but Nicci knew that he wasn’t exactly listening 
for a telltale sound. He was doing the same thing she was doing, using 
his gift to probe what they couldn’t see or hear, to try to sense the 
presence of life. As far as Nicci could sense, though, there were only 
the three of them close by: her and Zedd and Cara, and more faintly 
on the other side of the door, Jebra. 

But there was something else as well. The feeling, though, made no 
sense. It was a presence, but not the kind of sensation she would have 
were there another person lurking beyond the door. 

It did seem, though, as if she might have had a very similar 
sensation just recently. She frowned, trying to remember. 

“I have extra alarms set all over this area,” Zedd told her. 

Nicci nodded. “I know. I felt them.” 

“There isn’t any way someone could have gotten past them. I would 
know. Bags, there’s no way even a mouse could get by the snares I 
set.” 

“Could it be because of what Lord Rahl told us?” Cara asked in a 
low voice. “I mean, about there being something wrong with magic? 
Could it be that there’s something wrong with your gift and that’s why 
you feel what you feel?” 

Zedd gave the woman a sour look. “You mean you think our gift 
is... is what? Scrambled?” 

Cara shrugged and then added to the idea. “I don’t know much 
about magic, but maybe that’s what’s wrong with my Agiel. Maybe 
that’s all it is. Lord Rahl was pretty insistent that he knew that magic 
was corrupted. Maybe your gifted senses are corrupted in that same 
way. Maybe the conclusion I was jumping to is all wrong. Maybe 
that’s why—the corruption.” 

Zedd huffed, scoffing at the idea. He lifted an arm to the side and 
the oil lamps on the tables flanking the door went dark. “Well, that 
much of my power works, so that means it works,” he whispered. He 
laid a hand back on the lever as he gave Nicci a resolute look. “Be 
ready for anything.” 

“Wait,” Nicci said. 

Zedd looked back over his shoulder. His features were hard to see in 
the dim light, but his eyes were not. She saw in them some of 


Richard’s eyes. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

“I just remembered something I’ve been trying to figure out.” 

Nicci steepled her fingers as she hurriedly tried to recall the details. 
She finally shook a finger as she spoke. “When the beast attacked us 
while we were traveling, I felt an odd sensation. I discounted it 
because being in the sliph is so strange to begin with that it’s hard to 
tell if anything you’re feeling is important, much less really out of the 
ordinary. Everyday sensations can seem wondrous—even miraculous. 
You don’t know if it’s all just the culmination of all the unfamiliar 
perceptions or something more.” 

“Exactly when did you have this feeling?” Zedd asked, suddenly 
acutely interested in what she had to say. “All the time you were 
traveling, or at one specific time?” 

“No, like I said, it was alter the beast attacked us.” 

“Be more specific. Think. Was it when the beast attacked? Maybe 
when it grabbed Richard? Or when it grabbed you?” 

Nicci pressed her fingertips to her temples as she squeezed her eyes 
shut, desperately trying to recall it accurately. “No... no, it was after I 
was pulled away from Richard. Not immediately after, but shortly.” 

“What was the sequence in which these events took place?” 

“The beast attacked. We were fighting it. I tried to use my gift but it 
didn’t help. The beast was hurting me. Richard used his knife to cut 
away some of the tentacles. He saved me from being crushed. 

“Then the beast pulled Cara away from him. Not long after that it 
pulled me away from him as well. It was then, after that—not 
immediately after, but it was only a short time later. I know because it 
was when I was frantically searching for Richard that I felt the odd 
sensation.” 

Nicci looked up at the wizard. “The thing is, right after I felt that 
sensation, I could no longer sense the presence of the beast. I 
searched, trying to find Richard, but couldn’t. As the sliph swept us 
back to the Keep the feeling swiftly faded and I forgot all about it.” 

“What did it feel like—this sensation?” 

Nicci gestured. “It felt exactly the same as what is beyond that 
door.” 

Zedd stared at her for a long moment. “What is beyond feels the 
same? A kind of... humming flow of power?” 

Nicci nodded. “A charge of magic that somehow is baseless.” 

“Magic frequently seems to be free-floating,” Cara said. “What’s so 
odd about that?” 

Zedd shook his head. “Magic isn’t something that just floats around 
by itself. Magic has no consciousness, but this feeling in some way 


mimics that kind of conscious intent.” 

“Yes,” Nicci said. “That’s my sense of it. That’s why it feels so odd, 
because magic with this kind of bearing cannot be baseless. This is 
domination generating its characteristic controlling fields of presence, 
but without the life necessary to generate it.” 

Zedd straightened. “That’s a very good description of what I feel.” 
He peered suspiciously at the door. “I think that if we get closer we 
might be able to sense it better and find out what it is. If we can get 
close enough, perhaps we can analyze it.” He gave them both a look. 
“Let’s be careful, shall we?” 

The three of them huddled close in the dim hallway as the wizard 
carefully turned the lever and slowly pushed open the door. Nicci 
sensed no more with the door partly opened than she had with it 
closed. Zedd stuck his head inside for a moment, then pushed the door 
the rest of the way open. The room was dark, with only the dim light 
from the hall revealing shapes and shadows of what was inside. 

At the far wall on their left Nicci could see an empty chair with a 
comforter folded neatly and draped over the back. Not too far from 
the doorway on the same side of the room sat a short, round table 
with a lamp that wasn’t lit. Beyond the table the bed lay empty. The 
rumpled sheets had been pushed off the side of the bed and puddled 
on the floor. Nicci peered around along with Zedd and Cara but she 
didn’t see Jebra. If she was somewhere else in the room it was too 
dark to spot her. With the odd sensation even stronger inside the 
room, Nicci’s inner perception wasn’t much help. 

Zedd sent a flicker of his Han into the lamp. The wick was turned 
low, so the light wasn’t strong enough to chase the heavy shadows 
from the corners, or the far side of the wardrobe on the other side of 
the room. Still, there was no sign of Jebra. 

Nicci, detached from her emotions and focused instead on 
perception governed by her Han, stepped past Zedd to stand tense and 
still in the center of the room, listening. With her gift she tried to open 
herself to the sensation of another presence lurking in the darkness, 
but she felt none. 

A faint breeze rustled the curtains. The double doors, made of small 
glass panes, both stood open to a small balcony. Nicci knew from the 
balcony in her own room nearby that this balcony also overlooked the 
dark city far below at the base of the mountain. 

Atop the balcony railing, a dark silhouette blotted out the moonlit 
countryside beyond. 

Behind Nicci, Zedd turned up the wick on the oil lamp. When the 
light came up, Nicci saw that it was Jebra out on that balcony. Her 
back toward them, she was standing barefoot atop the fat stone 
railing. 


“Dear spirits,” Cara whispered, “she’s going to jump.” 

The three of them stood frozen, fearing to do anything that might 
startle the woman and cause her to jump before they could reach her. 
She didn’t seem to know yet that they were there. 

“Jebra,” Zedd said in a soft, cautious voice, “we’ve come to see 
you.” 

If Jebra heard him, she didn’t show any reaction. Nicci didn’t think 
that Jebra heard anything, though, except the haunting whisper of 
magic. 

Nicci could feel the faint waves of that alien power rushing past her, 
humming toward the seer standing like a stone statue on the railing of 
the balcony. She stared out over the city of Aydindril far below. A 
gentle breeze ruffled her short hair. 

The balcony, Nicci knew, while facing the valley below, was not 
right out over the edge of the Keep. Still, Jebra was confronting a drop 
of hundreds of feet to one of the inner courtyards, walkways, 
ramparts, or slate roofs of the Keep. At this height it didn’t matter that 
she wouldn’t be falling down the mountain were she to fall or jump; 
she would just as surely be killed against the stone of the Keep far 
below. 

“Stars,” Jebra said in a low, thin voice to the empty space before 
her. 

Zedd seized Nicci’s arm and pulled her close. He put his mouth by 
her ear. “I think someone is seeking the same answers we are. I think 
someone is probing her mind. That’s what we feel. It’s a thief, a thief 
of thoughts.” 

“Jagang,” Cara breathed. 

Nicci knew that that would be the logical assumption. With the 
bond to Richard somehow broken, Jagang could in theory do such a 
thing. Without Richard filling the role of the Lord Rahl, all of them 
were suddenly vulnerable to the dream walker. 

A sickening ripple of icy dread coursed through Nicci at the memory 
of Jagang possessing her mind, her will. Without the Lord Rahl, the 
bond protecting them all was broken. If the emperor was riding the 
night he very well might discover them unprotected. The dream 
walker could, at any moment, without warning, drift unseen, unfelt, 
right into their minds and invest himself in their thoughts. 

But Nicci knew Jagang. She knew what it was like when he 
possessed a person’s mind. He had at one time, after all, possessed her 
mind, controlled her, ruled her through that terrible presence. This 
was different. 

“No,” she said, “it’s not Jagang. What I sense is something else.” 

“How do you know for sure?” Zedd whispered. 


Nicci finally took her gaze off of Jebra and looked at the frowning 
wizard. 

“Well, for one thing,” she whispered back, “if it was Jagang, you 
would sense nothing. The dream walker leaves no trace. There is no 
way to tell he is there. This is entirely different.” 

Zedd rubbed his clean-shaven chin. “It still seems somehow 
familiar,” he murmured to himself. 

“Stars,” Jebra said again to the night beyond the balcony. Zedd 
started for the open doorway through the double doors, but Nicci 
seized his arm and held him back. “Wait,” she whispered. 

“Stars fallen to ground,” Jebra said in a haunting voice. 

Zedd and Nicci shared a look. 

“Stars among the grass,” Jebra said in that same dead voice. 

Zedd stiffened. “Dear spirits. I recognize it now.” 

Nicci leaned closer. “The presence?” 

The wizard nodded slowly. “That’s the feeling of a witch woman 
plying her power.” 

Jebra lifted her arms to the side. 

“She’s going to jump!” Nicci shouted as Jebra began to topple 
forward out into the night. 


Chapter 33 


Richard coughed violently. 

The pain of the involuntary upheaval jolted him to consciousness. 
He heard himself trying unsuccessfully to groan. He had no breath 
with which to make a groan. With consciousness came a growing, 
confused panic of suffocation, as if he were somehow drowning. 

He coughed again, wincing in pain as he did so. He tried to cry out 
in agony as he curled up into a ball on the ground, arms pressed tight 
across his middle, trying to prevent another fit of convulsive 
coughing. 

“Breathe.” 

Richard regarded the haunting voice that seemingly came from 
some netherworld place as the voice of insanity. He was doing 
everything he could not to breathe. He took careful, shallow, 
thimbleful breaths, trying to prevent another racking bout of 
coughing. 

“Breathe.” 

He didn’t know where he was and at the moment he didn’t really 
care. All that mattered was the feeling of suffocating. He didn’t want 
to breathe, despite how desperately he needed a breath. That 
sensation was so oppressive, so sickening, that in his mind it was not 
only completely debilitating, but all-powerful. Dying seemed 
preferable to the feeling continuing. He couldn’t endure it continuing. 

Richard didn’t want to move because, with each passing moment, it 
was becoming easier not to breathe. It seemed that if he could just 
manage to keep from breathing a little longer, then over the crest of 
that dark hill out there somewhere ahead of him the pain and 
suffering would lift. He fought to lie perfectly still, hoping the 
spinning world would stop before he vomited. He could not imagine 
how much that would hurt. If he could just lie still a little longer, then 
it would all become easier. If he could just lie still a little longer, then 
it would all go away. 

“Breathe.” 

He ignored the distant, silken voice. His mind drifted to a time in 
the past when he had hurt this much. It had been when Denna had 
him chained and helpless, when she had him at her mercy, when she 
hurt him until he was delirious from being tortured. 

Denna had taught him to endure pain, though. He envisioned her 
standing there, watching him, waiting to see if would tip over the 
edge into death. There had been times with her when he had reached 
the crest of that distant, dark hill, and started down the other side. 

When that happened Denna would be right there to put her mouth 
over his, forcefully breathing her life into him. She had not only 


controlled his life, she had controlled his death. She had taken 
everything. Not even his own death belonged to him; it belonged to 
her. 

She watched him now. Her silver face came close, waiting to see 
what he would do. He wondered if he would be granted death, or if 
she would again put her mouth over his and... 

“Breathe.” 

Richard puzzled at her. Denna didn’t look at all like a silver statue. 
“You must breathe,” the silken voice told him. “If you do not, you will 
die.” 

Richard blinked at the beautiful face softly lit by the cold 
moonlight. He tried to pull a little more air into his lungs. 

He squeezed his eyes shut. “Hurts,” he whispered with the entirety 
of that shallow breath. 

“You must. It is life.” 

Life. Richard didn’t know if he wanted life. He was so tired, so 
exhausted. Death seemed so inviting. No more struggle. No more pain. 
No more despair. No more loneliness. No more tears. No more agony 
of missing Kahlan. 

Kahlan. 

“Breathe.” 

If he died, who would help her? 

He drew a deeper breath, forcing it past the scalding agony it pulled 
down into his lungs. He thought of Kahlan’s smile, instead of the pain. 

He drew another breath. Deeper yet. 

A silver hand gently glided over the back of his shoulder, as if to 
comfort him in his agony of struggling to hold on to life. The face 
looked sadly sympathetic as it watched his struggle. 

“Breathe.” 

Richard nodded as he tightened his fists and gasped in the cold fire 
of the night air. 

He coughed up thin red fluid and clots of blood that tasted metallic. 
He pulled in another breath, giving him the power to cough out more 
of the liquid burning his lungs. For a time he lay on his side, 
alternating between gasping in air and coughing out fluid. 

When he was breathing again, if raggedly, he flopped onto his back, 
hoping to make the spinning stop. He closed his eyes, but that only 
made it worse, adding a kind of tilting, rolling movement to the 
spinning. His stomach roiled, on the brink of upheaval. 

He opened his eyes and in the darkness stared up at the leaves 
above him. He saw mostly maple leaves in the canopy of tree limbs 
above him. Looking at leaves—talismans of the familiar—felt good. In 
the moonlight, he saw other kinds of trees as well. To take his mind 


off the pain and nausea, he made himself identify all the trees that he 
could make out. There were a smattering of heart-shaped linden 
leaves and, towering farther above, a bough or two of what looked to 
be white pine. There were some clusters of oak in the distance to the 
sides, along with spruce and balsam. Close by, though, there were 
mostly maples. With every breath of breeze he could hear the 
distinctive, soft rattle of cottonwood leaves. 

Beside the pain associated with the difficulty of breathing, Richard 
clearly recognized that there was something wrong within himself. 
Something far more basic, more elemental. 

It wasn’t an injury, in the conventional sense, but he knew that 
there was something dreadfully wrong. He tried to identify the 
perception, but he couldn’t pinpoint it. It was a hollow, empty, 
desolate feeling unrelated to the familiar emotions of his life, things 
like his need to find Kahlan, or what he had done with setting the 
D’Haran army loose on the Old World. He considered the troubling 
things Shota had told him, but that wasn’t it, either. 

It was more a sense of a disturbing void within himself that he knew 
he had never felt before. That’s why he had so much trouble 
identifying it: it was a completely unfamiliar condition. There had 
been something there, some sense of himself, that he realized he had 
never thought about, never identified as a distinct element, a discrete 
part of his makeup, that was now missing. 

Richard felt as if he was no longer himself. 

The story Shota had told him of Baraccus and the book he had 
written, Secrets of a War Wizard’s Power, came to mind. Richard 
wondered if his inner voice was trying to suggest that such a book 
might help him in just such a situation. He had to admit that the 
problem did feel connected in some way to his gift. 

Thinking about that book caused his mind to wander to what Shota 
had told him about his mother, that she had not died alone in that 
fire. Zedd was insistent that he’d looked through the charred remains 
of the house and he had found no other bones. How could that be? 
Either Zedd or Shota had to be wrong. For some reason, he could not 
believe that either of them were. 

Somewhere deep in the back of his mind the answer ticked at him. 
Try as he might, though, he could not coax it out. 

Richard felt a pang of loneliness for his mother, a feeling that had 
visited him from time to time throughout his life. He wondered what 
she would have to say about all that had happened to him. She’d 
never had a chance to see him grow up, to see him as a man. She’d 
only known him as a boy. 

He knew his mother would love Kahlan. She would be so happy for 
him, so proud to have a daughter-in-law like Kahlan. She always 


wanted him to have a good life. There could be no better life than a 
life with Kahlan. 

But he no longer had a life with Kahlan. 

He guessed that he had life and, all things considered, that was 
about as much as could be expected at the moment. At least he could 
work toward his dreams. Dead men had no dreams. 

Richard lay on his back, letting the air saturate his burning muscles, 
letting himself regain his senses, his composure. He was so weak he 
could hardly move, so he didn’t try to. Instead, as long as he was lying 
there recovering, he focused on everything that had happened, trying 
to put it all back together in his mind. 

He had been traveling back to the Keep with Nicci and Cara when 
they had been attacked. It had been the beast. He had sensed its aura 
of evil. It appeared in a form different from any he had ever seen 
before, but it was the beast’s nature to assume different forms. The 
only thing he could count on to be consistent was that the beast would 
continue to come after him until it killed him. 

He remembered fighting it. His hand went to a place on his leg 
where one of the tentacles had squeezed until he thought his leg 
would be stripped of flesh. His thigh was swollen and painful to the 
touch but, fortunately, not torn open. He remembered slicing through 
some of the creature’s arms. He remembered Nicci trying to use her 
power, and wishing that she would stop because it was somehow 
conducting right through the sliph so that some of the power she had 
unleashed against the beast had ripped through him. He suspected 
that were it not for the substance of the sliph, Nicci’s magic could 
have killed him. It certainly didn’t harm the beast—at least, not 
enough to slow it down. It, too, must have been insulated, at least to 
some extent, by the sliph. 

He remembered Cara being pulled away from him. He remembered 
Nicci likewise being violently separated from him. He remembered the 
beast trying to rip him apart. And he remembered managing to 
abruptly break free. 

But then something had happened that he did not understand. 

While he was separated from the beast, he had been jolted by an 
unfamiliar, painful sensation that ripped right down into the core of 
his being. It had been distinctly different from the pain caused by 
Nicci’s power—or that of any magic he had ever felt. 

Magic. 

Once he had formed the thought, he realized that he was right; it 
had been magic of some sort. 

Even if it was the touch of a kind of conjuring completely unlike 
anything he had ever felt, he recognized that it had been the touch of 


magic. Even though he’d been free of the beast—he hadn’t even 
known where the beast was at that particular moment—that was 
when everything had suddenly changed. 

As he’d gasped in pain from the abrupt assault of the strange charge 
of power, the sliph’s essence again filled his lungs. That breath had 
brought a shock of panic. 

Richard remembered a similar feeling when he had been young. 
He’d been with several other boys, diving down to the bottom of a 
pond in a contest to retrieve pebbles. Their afternoon of swimming 
and diving from branches overhanging the small but deep pond had 
churned up the muddy bottom. Under the murky water, while diving 
for pebbles, Richard lost his sense of direction. He was out of air when 
he bumped his head on a thick branch. Being disoriented, he thought 
that bumping into the low branch meant that he’d broken the surface 
and run into one of the low-lying limbs hanging out over the edge of 
the pond. He hadn’t. It had been a submerged branch. Before realizing 
what he had really done, he breathed in some of the muddy water. 

He’d been close to the surface, to the shore, and to his friends. It 
had been a terrifying experience, but it had ended quickly and he’d 
recovered soon enough, learning a lesson to have more respect for 
water. 

That memory of breathing in water as a boy, in addition to the 
natural unwillingness to inhale water, had made it all the more 
difficult to breathe in the sliph the first time. He overcame that fear, 
though, and it turned out to be a rapturous experience. 

But in the sliph, when he suddenly found himself drowning, there 
was no surface, no shore, no help at hand. Such a thing had never 
happened in the sliph before. There had been no way for him to 
escape, no way to get to the surface, and no one to help him. 

Richard looked over in the moonlight. The sliph was close by, 
watching him. He realized that she was not in a well, the way he had 
always seen her before. They were on the ground in a sparsely 
wooded place. He could hear no sounds but the sounds of nature. He 
could detect nothing but forest smells. 

Beneath leaves, pine needles, forest debris, and roots Richard felt a 
rough stone floor. The grout joints were fat, more than a finger wide. 
These were not tight joints like those in finely crafted palaces, but 
they were without a doubt man-made. 

And the silver face of the sliph, rather than looking out from within 
her well, had risen slightly from a rather small and irregular opening 
in the ancient stone floor. Ragged pieces from that stone floor now lay 
about on top of the dried leaves and rubble of branches, as if they had 
just been broken open from underneath—as if the sliph has broken up 
through them. 


Richard sat up. “Sliph, are you all right?” 

“Yes, Master.” 

“Do you know what happened? It felt like I was drowning.” 

“You were.” 

Richard stared at the face in the moonlight. “But how can that be? 
What went wrong?” 

A silver hand reached up from the ground to trail quicksilver fingers 
across his brow, testing him. 

“You do not have the required magic to travel.” 

Richard blinked in confusion. “I don’t understand. I’ve traveled 
many times before.” 

“Before you had what was required.” 

“And now I don’t?” 

The sliph watched him a moment. “Now you do not,” she 
confirmed. 

Richard felt like he must be hallucinating. “But I have both sides of 
the gift. I can travel.” 

The sliph cautiously reached out and again felt his face. The hand 
slipped down to his chest, pausing for a moment to put light pressure 
against him. Her arm drew back into the dark hole in the broken 
stone. 

“You do not have the required magic.” 

“You already said that. It makes no sense. I was already traveling.” 

“While you were traveling, you lost what is required.” 

Richard’s eyes widened. “You mean to say that I lost one side of the 
gift?” 

“No, I mean to say that you do not have the gift. You have no magic 
at all. You may not travel.” 

Richard had to run the words through his head again to be sure he’d 
heard correctly. He didn’t see how he could have mistaken what the 
sliph had said. His mind raced through fragments of jumbled thoughts 
as he tried to grasp how such a thing was possible. 

A terrible realization came to him. Could it be that the corruption 
caused by the chimes might be responsible? Had that corruption 
finally caught up with him and undone his gift? Rotted it away 
without his knowing it until it had finally failed? 

But that would not explain the sensation he’d felt back in the sliph, 
just after he’d escaped the grip of the beast and just before he’d 
started drowning—the sudden sensation of some dark and furtive 
magic reaching out when he was most vulnerable and touching him. 

Richard looked around but saw nothing other than the trees. They 
were dense enough that he couldn’t see beyond them in the 
moonlight. As a guide, he hated the feeling of not knowing where he 


was. 

“Where are we, anyway? How did we get here?” 

“When it happened, when you lost what is needed to travel, I had to 
bring you here.” 

“And where is ‘here’?” 

“I am sorry but I don’t know, exactly.” 

“How can you bring me here, and not know where you are? You 
always know where you are and the places to which you can travel.” 

“T already told you, I have never been to this place before. This 
place is an emergency passage. I knew of it, of course, but I have 
never been here before. There has never been an emergency within 
me before. 

“That terrible beast hurt me. I was struggling to keep all of you 
alive. And then, there was something else that came within me. I 
could not stop it. Like the beast, it entered me without my permission. 
It violated me.” 

That confirmed Richard’s sense of events, that just after the beast 
lost its grip on him, something else, some kind of power, had reached 
out and touched him with its dominion. 

“Tm sorry that you were hurt, sliph. What happened to the beast?” 

“After this other power came into me, the beast became no more.” 

“You mean that this other power destroyed it?” 

“No. The power did not touch the beast. It touched only you with its 
full force. After it did, then you no longer had what is required to 
travel. After that, the beast cast around in me for a brief time, and 
then vanished. I could no longer sustain you within me, so I had to 
find the nearest emergency portal.” 

“What about Nicci and Cara? Were they hurt? Are they safe?” 

“They, too, felt the pain of what happened to me, and one of them 
tried to use her power in me—something that is wrong to do. After I 
brought you here, I took them to the Keep where they had wished to 
travel. I told the one that used her power that it was dangerous to do 
so, and she must not do such a thing.” 

“T think I understand,” Richard said. “It hurt me, too. Were they 
hurt badly?” 

“They are safe at the Keep.” 

“Then we must be somewhere between the People’s Palace and the 
Keep,” Richard said, half to himself. 

“No.” 

He looked over at the liquid silver face. “I don’t understand. We 
were going from the palace to the Keep. If you let me out, then this 
place here, this emergency passage out, would have to be between the 
palace and the Keep.” 


“While I don’t know this place, I do know its general area. We are at 
a place a little more than halfway across the Midlands from the Keep, 
past Agaden Reach, almost to the wilds.” 

Richard felt as if the world had just lurched and slid him far from 
where he had been. “But, but, that’s much, much farther from the 
People’s Palace than the Keep is. Why didn’t you take me to the 
closest place—to the Keep?” 

“I do not function in that way. What to you may seem like the 
shortest distance between two places is not the shortest way for me. I 
am in many places at once.” 

Richard leaned toward the sliph. “How can you be in many places 
at once?” 

“You have one foot on that dark stone, and one on a stone that is 
lighter. You are in two places at once.” 

Richard sighed. “I guess I get your point.” 

“T travel in a way that is different from your way of traveling. This 
place, here, even though it is halfway across the Midlands for you, 
was the closest place for me. I had to get you out into your world 
again so that you could breathe. 

“You no longer had what was needed to travel. Your lungs were 
filled with me. For those without the gift, breathing me is poison. It 
will kill them. But for you, since you were in me and breathing me 
already, there was a brief period when you were going through a 
transition, so having me in you was not instantly fatal. You would 
have died soon, but there was a brief time before that would happen. I 
knew that the time you had before you would die was not very long at 
all. I thought to do my best to save you, to get you to a place where 
you could be back in your world and hopefully recover. 

“I brought you here, broke the seal, and placed you out in your 
world again. You were hurt, but I knew that the essence of me still 
within you would help sustain your life for a short time.” 

“If I could no longer travel, because I don’t have the required gift, 
then what made you think that?” 

“I was made to have properties to assist in emergencies. Those 
properties are within me—and thereby they were within you. They 
help to start the process of recovering. It is only intended for a crisis 
and even then I was warned that it could not be certain that it would 
work because there are variables that cannot be controlled. 

“While you slept between worlds, and my magic that you still had 
within you was working to extract what had now become poison to 
you, I finished taking the others to the Keep. When I returned, I 
waited with you until you were recovered enough to be ready to 
breathe again, then I helped to remind you what you must to do to 


live. 

“For a time I did not know if it would work. I have never had to do 
such a thing before. It was terrible to have to wait while I watched 
you lying there, not knowing if you would ever again breathe. I feared 
that I had failed you, and that I would be the cause of your death.” 

Richard stared at the silver face for a long moment. Finally he 
offered her a smile. “Thank you, sliph. You saved my life. You did the 
right things. You did good.” 

“You are my master. I would do anything for you.” 

“Your master. A master who can’t travel.” 

“It is as puzzling to me as it is to you.” 

Richard tried to think it through, tried to make sense of it, but with 
the pain of breathing after nearly drowning in the sliph still feeling 
like it was pressing heavily on his chest, he was having trouble 
making his mind focus on thinking. 

Richard rested his forearms across his knees. “I don’t suppose there 
is any way for you to take me back to the Keep?” 

“Yes, Master. If you wish to travel, I can take you.” 

Richard sat up straighter. “You can? How?” 

“You must simply acquire the required magic, and then I can take 
you again. Then we will travel. You will be pleased.” 

Acquire the required magic. He didn’t even know how to use the 
magic he had—or used to have. He couldn’t imagine what had 
happened to his gift, and he had absolutely no idea how to get it back. 
There had been any number of times he’d wanted to be rid if it, but 
now that it had actually happened all he could think about was 
getting it back. 

When his gift had failed, the beast had apparently lost him in the 
sliph. As consolation to losing his gift, it seemed the beast would be 
one less problem he had to face at the moment—his gift, after all, had 
been the mechanism by which the beast was keyed to him, the way in 
which it hunted him. There was supposed to be balance in magic; 
perhaps that was the balance to losing it. 

Richard raked his fingers back through his hair. “At least Nicci and 
Cara made it through and are safe.” He looked up at the sliph. “You’re 
sure that they’re all right?” 

“Yes, Master. They are safe. I took them to the Keep, where they 
had wished to travel. They had what was required to travel.” 

“And you told them where I was. You told them what had 
happened.” 

She looked surprised by what had sounded more like a mandate 
than a question. “No, Master. I would never reveal what I do with 
another.” 


“Oh, great,” he muttered. He worked to keep his exasperation in 
check. “But you’ve told me about others.” 

“You are my master. I do things with you that I would not do with 
anyone else.” 

“Sliph, they are my friends. They’re probably frantic with worry for 
me. You must tell them what they need to know.” 

The silver head tilted toward him. “Master, I cannot betray you. I 
would not.” 

“Its not a betrayal. I’m telling you that it’s all right to tell them 
what happened.” 

The sliph looked like she thought this was just about the strangest 
request she had ever had. “Master, you wish me to tell others about 
us, about what we do when we are together?” 

“Sliph, try to understand. You are no longer a whore.” 

“But people use me for their pleasure.” 

“It’s not the same thing.” Richard raked his fingers back through his 
hair, trying not to sound angry. “Listen, wizards in ancient times 
changed you from who you were, from what you were.” 

The sliph nodded solemnly. “I know, Master. I remember. I was the 
one it happened to, after all.” 

“You're different now. It’s not the same. You can’t equate the two 
things. They’re different.” 

“T have been given a duty to serve others in this capacity. My nature 
is still within me.” 

“But there are some of us who use you who greatly value your 
help.” 

“T have always been valued for what I do.” 

“This is different from what you did before.” Richard didn’t want to 
be having this argument. He had more important matters to worry 
about. “Sliph, when you travel with us you are often helping to save 
lives. When you traveled with us to the People’s Palace, you were 
helping me to end the war. You are doing a good thing.” 

“If you say so. Master. But you must understand that those who 
created me made me the way I am. They used what I once was to 
create me as I am now. I can be no way other than the way I am. I 
cannot wish myself to be different, any more than you can travel now 
simply by wishing it.” 

Richard sighed. “I suppose not.” 

With one hand he snapped dry twigs in half as he thought it over. 
He shared a long look with the beautiful face watching him, hanging 
on his every word. Finally, he spoke softly. 

“There are times when there is no other way, and you must trust 
others. This is one of those times.” 


Something about his words clearly struck home. The beautiful, 
liquid face came a little closer. 

“You are the one,” the sliph whispered. 

“The one? Which one?” 

“The one Baraccus told me would come.” 

The hair on the back of Richard’s neck stood on end. 

“You knew Baraccus?” 

“He was once my master, like you are, now.” 

“Of course,” Richard whispered to himself. “He was First Wizard.” 

“He is the one who insisted that I possess the emergency elements I 
told you about. He also directed that there be this emergency portal. 
Had he not done those things, you would have died. He was very 
wise.” 

“Very wise,” Richard agreed as he stared wide-eyed at the sliph. 
“You said that Baraccus told you something about one who would 
come?” 

The sliph nodded. “He was kind to me. His wife hated me, but 
Baraccus was kind to me.” 

“You knew his wife, too?” 

“Magda.” 

“Why would she hate you?” 

“Because Baraccus was kind to me. And because I took him away 
from her.” 

“You mean, you took him away when he wished to travel.” 

“Of course. When I would tell him that he would be pleased, she 
would fold her arms and glare at me.” 

Richard smiled a little. “She was jealous.” 

“She loved him and did not want him to leave her. When I would 
return with him after we traveled, she would often be there, waiting 
for him. He would always smile when he saw her, and she would 
smile in turn.” 

“And what was it that Baraccus said about me?” 

“He told me the same thing that you just did, that there are times 
when there is no other way, and you must trust others. Those were his 
words, just as they were yours. He said that one day another master 
would say those exact same words, and then add exactly the same 
words you did: ‘This is one of those times.’ 

“He told me that if a master ever said these words, that meant that 
they were the right one and I was to tell them some things.” 

Richard could feel every hair on his arms stand on end. 

“You took Magda Searus somewhere, didn’t you?” 

“Yes, Master. After that I never saw Baraccus again. But before, 


when he told me that someday someone would say those words, he 
told me to tell them his message.” 

“He left a message?” When she nodded, he rolled his hand. “So 
what is it?” 

“ ‘Iam sorry. I don’t know the answers that would save you. If I did, 
please believe that I would give them eagerly. But I know the good in 
you. I believe in you. I do know that you have within you what you 
must to succeed. There will be times when you doubt yourself. Do not 
give up. Remember then that I believe in you, that I know you can 
accomplish what you must. You are a rare person. Believe in yourself. 

“ ‘Know that I believe you are the one who can do it.’ “ 

Richard sat frozen. The words echoed around in his head. They 
were oddly familiar. 

“Tve heard almost those exact words before.” 

The sliph glided a little closer, her features tightening. “You have?” 

Richard concentrated as he ran the words through his mind again, 
trying to recall... 

And then he did. It was right after Shota had told him about 
Baraccus. Just before she left, she’d said those very words to him. 
There was something about those words, spoken by Shota, that had 
aroused an indistinct memory. 

“It was Shota, the witch woman,” Richard said as he frowned in 
recollection. “She told me those words.” 

The sliph retreated. “I am sorry, Master. You have failed the test.” 

Richard looked up at her. “What test?” 

“The test Baraccus just gave you. I am sorry, but you have failed his 
test. I can tell you nothing more.” 

Without further word, the sliph abruptly vanished into the black 
hole in the stone. 

Richard threw himself down on his stomach, leaning down into the 
hole. “No! Wait! Don’t leave!” 

His own voice echoed up out of the empty, black shaft. 

The sliph was gone. Without his gift, he had no way to call her 
back. 


Chapter 34 

Nicci heard a soft knock at the door. Zedd looked up but he didn’t 
stand. Cara, hands clasped behind her back, gazing out the window, 
looked back over her shoulder. Nicci, standing closest to the door, 
pulled it open. The small flame in the lamp on the table was not up to 
the task of chasing the gloom from the room, but it cast what warm 
light it could across the face of the tall prophet. 

“What’s going on?” Nathan asked in his deep voice. He cast a 
suspicious look around at those in the room. “Rikka wouldn’t say 
much other than that you and Cara were back and Zedd wanted to see 
me immediately.” 

“That’s right,” Zedd said. “Come in, please.” 

Nathan glanced around the somber room as he strode in. “Where’s 
Richard.” 

Nicci swallowed. “He didn’t make it back with us.” 

“Didn’t make it back?” He paused to take in the bleak look on 
Nicci’s face. “Dear spirits...” 

Zedd, sitting at Jebra’s side at the bed, didn’t look up. Jebra was 
unconscious. When they tried to close her eyes her lids would pop 
open again. They finally quit trying and let her stare up at the ceiling. 

Zedd had already tended to her broken leg as best he could. She was 
very fortunate that Cara was not only quick but strong, and that she 
had been able to catch Jebra’s ankle just in time as her dead weight 
had toppled outward from the balcony. Still, her momentum had 
whipped the seer down around and under the balcony, where her leg 
smacked a support strut that broke her leg. Nicci suspected that the 
woman had been unconscious the moment she started falling. 

It had been a bad break. Zedd had set to work immediately on her 
injury, but because of the unusual state Jebra was in he had not been 
able to heal the break. All he had been able to do was set it, splint it, 
and add enough of his gift to help it begin to mend. When she finally 
awoke he would be able to finish the healing. If she awoke. Nicci had 
her doubts. 

Nicci knew that Jebra’s broken leg was the least of the woman’s 
problems. Despite everything they had tried, they had been unable to 
arouse her from her catatonic state. Zedd had tried. Nicci had tried. 
She had even tried dangerous conjuring involving Subtractive Magic. 
Zedd had been against it at first, but when Nicci confronted him with 
the stark nature of their choices he grudgingly agreed. 

Unfortunately, even that hadn’t helped. Jebra’s mind was locked 
away from them. Whatever magic the witch woman had used on her 
was something they were unable to break. Whatever had been done 
didn’t appear to Nicci to be intended to be reversible. If they knew its 


nature perhaps they might stand a chance of breaking the spell, but 
they didn’t know its makeup. 

Nathan bent and touched two fingers to the unconscious woman’s 
temple. He straightened and helplessly shook his head at Zedd’s 
questioning expression. 

Nicci had never seen anything like it. Zedd, on the other hand, had 
in the beginning rubbed his chin as he brooded. He’d muttered that 
there was something oddly familiar about its nature. What, he 
couldn’t say. Despite how insistent Nicci had been, and despite his 
own desperate desire to do something, Zedd was at his wits’ end that 
he could not pinpoint why he felt that he had seen some aspect of 
such conjuring before. 

He was, after all, he had reminded them, the First Wizard, and he 
had spent a good portion of his life studying such things. He believed 
that he should be able to identify what kind of web had been spun 
around the woman. Nicci knew that if Jebra had been conscious it 
would have made the job a great deal easier, but Zedd wasn’t willing 
to use an excuse for his own failure to identify what the conjuring 
involved. 

Nicci heard a commotion out in the hallway. Nathan stuck his head 
out the doorway for a look. 

“What is it?” a voice in the distance called out. It was Ann, rushing 
up the hall, escorted by Rikka. She finally reached the door. “What’s 
going on?” 

As she came into the room, laboring to catch her breath, Nathan 
laid a big hand on her shoulder. “Something has happened to 
Richard.” 

Strands of gray hair stuck out from the loose bun at the back of her 
head like a plume of ruffled feathers. Her calculating gaze swept over 
those in the room, assessing the degree of seriousness she saw in each 
of them. It was the kind of swift, lean evaluation Nicci associated with 
Ann. 

As the Prelate of the Sisters of the Light, she had always had a 
commanding presence that could strike fear into just about anyone, 
from high-ranking Sister to stableboys. Even though Nicci was no 
longer a Sister of the Light, her guard always went up whenever the 
former prelate came into the room. The woman’s short stature in no 
way diminished the air of looming menace that seemed to surround 
her. 

Ann turned an intent look up at Nathan. “What happened? Is the 
boy hurt—” 

“T don’t know, yet,” Nathan said, holding up a hand to forestall a 
flood of questions before they could landslide in on him. “Let the 


woman explain.” 

“All we know for sure,” Nicci said when Ann turned a hot glare on 
her, “is that while we were traveling in the sliph back here from the 
People’s Palace, the beast attacked us. Cara and I tried to help Richard 
fight it off, then we were separated from him. As soon as that 
happened I felt some kind of extrinsic magic. Next thing we knew, 
Cara and I were back at the Keep. Richard wasn’t with us. We have no 
idea what happened to him after he was touched by the strange power 
I sensed. We never saw the beast again, either. 

“After we got back here, Jebra was attacked by a web that I could 
discern had been cast by the same person who cast the power that 
touched Richard in the sliph. Because Zedd recognized its unique 
composition, we know now that it was power conjured by a witch 
woman.” 

“And my Agiel doesn’t work,” Cara said, holding the weapon up. 
“Our bond to Lord Rahl is broken. We can no longer sense him.” 

“Dear Creator,” Ann whispered as her gaze dropped away. 

Zedd gestured to the woman lying in the bed before him. “Whatever 
power it is that this witch woman cast, it left Jebra unconscious. We 
can’t rouse her. Although I know that it was a witch woman’s spell 
that somehow took her, I can’t figure out how a witch woman could 
do such a thing—cast such webs from afar. From my experience they 
not only keep to themselves but can’t accomplish things of this nature. 
It’s beyond their ability.” 

“Are you are certain that it was a witch woman?” Ann asked. 

Zedd took a deep breath as he considered the question seriously. 
“T’ve had dealings with a witch woman before. Once a cat has had its 
claws in you, you don’t soon forget what it feels like. I don’t know the 
specific person who did this, but I know the feel of this. It was a witch 
woman.” 

Nicci folded her arms. “I think we have a pretty good idea who the 
witch woman was: Six. And don’t forget, just because you recognize 
the signature of a witch woman’s power, that doesn’t mean that the 
same limits necessarily apply to the individual who did this. After all, 
for someone to recognize your power as that of a wizard doesn’t mean 
that they know your limits or would know your real potential.” 

“True enough,” Zedd admitted with a sigh. 

Nathan waved off the topic of witch women. “Did Jebra say 
anything else about the vision she had? Anything at all?” 

Zedd shared a look with Nicci. “Well, not until this spell took her. 
Just before she went into this state, we heard her say, ‘Stars. Stars 
fallen to ground. Stars among the grass.“ 

“Stars...” Nathan repeated as he paced in the small room, holding 


an elbow with one hand and tapping the tips of the fingers of the 
other to his chin. He finally turned toward Zedd. “I’m afraid that such 
a prophecy means nothing to me. It’s probable that she only spoke a 
fragment aloud. In that case, it could easily be that there isn’t enough 
for me to go on.” 

Nicci’s heart sank. She had been hoping that the prophet would be 
able to decipher the seer’s prophecy. 

Ann scratched the side of her nose, searching for words. “So it is 
possible, then, that we...” She cleared her throat. “... that we have 
lost Richard. That this witch woman killed him.” 

Cara took an aggressive step forward. “Lord Rahl is not dead!” 

In the echoing silence, Zedd rose from the chair. He cast Cara a 
cautionary glance before addressing Ann. “I don’t think so, either.” 

Ann looked from Cara’s heated expression to Zedd. “I know why she 
doesn’t believe it is so. Why don’t you?” 

He gestured down at Jebra. “Because of this woman lying here in 
this bed.” 

Ann frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“Well, the first vision Jebra has had in several years is about 
Richard.” 

“That’s right,” Nicci put in. “Her vision was about what was going 
to happen to him. She told me—specifically—not to let him be alone, 
not for an instant.” 

Ann arched an eyebrow. “And yet you did.” 

Nicci ignored the affront. “Yes. Not deliberately, but because of the 
beast. The beast was an unforeseeable factor, a random event.” 

When Ann only looked more perplexed, Zedd explained. “We 
believe that it was this witch woman’s plan to touch Richard with her 
power. But the beast dropped in at just the wrong moment, spoiling 
up her carefully constructed plan.” 

Ann’s frown deepened. “In what way?” 

“The beast caused her to miss getting Richard, as she had planned,” 
Nicci said. “Because of the beast, she lost Richard in the sliph, just as 
we did. Now she has a problem. She has to find him.” 

“So she did the same thing we did,” Zedd said. “She came here, or 
at least she sent her power here, to find out from the seer where he 
will be.” 

“She was seeking prophecy?” Ann asked. “Witch women see things 
in the flow of time. Why would she need the seer?” 

Zedd spread his hands. “Yes, they see things but, as I’m sure Nathan 
can explain better than I could, they can’t see exactly what they want 
to see, when they want to see it.” 

Nathan was nodding his agreement. “There is a random element to 


prophecy. It comes when it comes, not when you wish it to come. 
Perhaps the wizards of ancient times knew the keys to using prophecy 
at will, but if they did, they did not pass such knowledge on. It is 
seldom that you can pick and choose with prophecy what events you 
want to see.” 

Zedd lifted a finger, stressing his point. “Six probably saw, either 
through her ability or her conjuring having to do with the events, that 
Jebra had already had a vision revealing what would happen to 
Richard and where he would be next, so she simply stole into Jebra’s 
mind to steal the answer.” 

“T think that’s why we can’t wake Jebra,” Nicci said. “I don’t think 
that Six wants anyone else to be able to get the information that she 
already got. While Jebra spoke only a few words aloud, I would bet 
that Six extracted all of it—the entire vision—from Jebra’s mind. I 
believe that Six then compelled Jebra to jump from that balcony to 
kill herself so that she couldn’t reveal her vision to anyone else. 
Failing that, the spell rendered Jebra unconscious—like suicide, it’s a 
whole lot easier than killing from afar, and just as good for her 
purpose.” 

Nathan’s brow had drawn down as he listened. He rolled a hand as 
if turning over the event in his mind. “So you think that in her 
prophecy, Jebra was revealing that Richard is going to find stars that 
have fallen to the ground? That he will be at a place with stars among 
the grass? Like a place where meteorites are found?” 

Zedd clasped his hands behind his back and nodded. “It rather 
seems that way.” 

Nathan stared off as he considered, nodding to himself from time to 
time. Ann didn’t look so convinced. 

“So you think that Richard is alive,” she asked, “and that this witch 
woman, Six, somehow spelled him?” 

Nicci gave the former prelate a single, firm nod. “That’s the 
conclusion Zedd and I have reached.” 

Ann leaned closer to her former charge. “For what purpose? I can 
fathom reasons for Six murdering Richard, but why would she want to 
get her hands on him?” 

Nicci didn’t shy from the woman’s steady gaze. “Six usurped the 
witch woman who lived up here—Shota. Why? Well, what did Six 
take? Shota’s companion, Samuel,” she said in answer to her own 
question. “And Samuel has the Sword of Truth, the sword he once 
carried.” 

Ann looked like she had just lost the thread of the story. “What does 
that have to do with anything?” 

“What did Samuel use the sword for? What did he steal?” Nicci 


asked: 

Ann’s eyes went wide. “One of the boxes of Orden.” 

“From a Sister of the Dark,” Nicci said, “with the help of the Sword 
of Truth.” 

Ann turned a flustered look on Zedd. “But why would this woman, 
Six, want Richard?” 

Zedd’s gaze sank to the floor as he rubbed the tips of his fingers 
across the furrows of his brow. “To open the correct box of Orden, one 
has to have a very important book. I think you two, of all people, 
should be quite familiar with that particular volume.” 

Nathan’s jaw fell open with realization. 

“The Book of Counted Shadows,” Ann breathed. 

Zedd nodded. “The only copy of that book now resides in Richard’s 
head. He burned the original after he had memorized it.” 

“We have to find him first,” Ann said. 

Zedd grunted derisively at the very suggestion, lifting his eyebrows 
in mock wonder, as if he could never have divined such an idea 
without her help. 

“We have a more immediate problem,” Nicci said. 

Cara, across the small room, waggled her Agiel. “Until we find Lord 
Rahl, there is no bond.” 

“Without the bond,” Nicci said, “we are all at the mercy of the 
dream walker.” 

The realization seemed to hit Ann like a clap of thunder. 

“Something must be done immediately,” Zedd added. “The threat is 
dire and there is little time. If we don’t act, we could lose this war at 
any moment.” 

“What are you getting at?” Nathan asked, suspiciously. 

Zedd looked up at the scowling prophet. “We need you to become 
the Lord Rahl. We dare not risk our people being without the bond for 
another moment. You must then leave at once for the People’s 
Palace.” 

Nathan stood silently, looking grim. He was a tall man, with broad 
shoulders. With his white hair brushing those shoulders he cut an 
imposing figure. It made Nicci sick at heart to think of anyone else 
taking Richard’s place as Lord Rahl. 

The alternative, though, was to allow the dream walker to ravage 
their minds. She knew all too well what that was like. She knew how 
her bond to Richard had not merely saved her life, but shown her the 
joy of living. Her bond to Richard hadn’t been the formal acquiescence 
to the rule of the Lord Rahl, as it was with the people of D’Hara; 
rather, it had been a deeper commitment to Richard, the man. The 
man she had loved from almost the first moment she had seen the 


spark of life in his gray eyes. Richard had shown her not just how to 
live again, but how to love. 

She swallowed back the pain of it, of knowing that she could never 
have him—worse, of knowing that his heart belonged to another, 
belonged to someone she didn’t even remember. It would be better if 
Nicci could remember this Kahlan, know that she was smart, loving, 
beautiful, because then she could be happy for Richard. It was hard to 
be happy for him when he loved a phantom. 

“T understand,” Nathan said at last in a deep voice. 

Ann looked like she had close to a thousand objections, one to 
match each year of the prophet’s age, but she managed to bottle them 
up under the cork of her realization of the consequences of not having 
a Lord Rahl. 

“The D’Haran army is not far from the palace,” Nathan said. “They 
will soon have to face Jagang’s horde. I think you’re right that I would 
best help our cause if I were there.” 

Nicci hadn’t told any of them yet. She cleared her throat to make 
sure that her voice would not fail her. “Richard spoke to the army. 
That’s why he went to D’Hara. He told them that they could not fight 
the Imperial Order and hope to win.” 

Ann’s face went crimson. “So what does he expect them to do! If not 
fight the army of the Order, then... what?” 

“Lay waste to the Old World,” Nicci said with grim resolve. 

Zedd, Nathan, and Ann stared silently at her. 

“He told them to do what?” Zedd asked incredulously. 

“Tt’s the only way,” Nicci said. “We have no hope of destroying their 
army. Richard intends the D’Haran army to instead destroy their will 
to fight. It’s the only chance we have.” 

“Dear spirits,” Zedd whispered as he turned away. He went to the 
window and stood staring out into the night. He finally turned back, 
his eyes brimming with tears. 

“I have been in his position. I have had to direct our side to do 
things that had to be done.” He shook his head again. “The poor boy. 
I’m afraid he’s right. I should have seen it myself. I guess I didn’t want 
to. Sometimes, it takes lonely courage to do what must be done.” 

Cara stepped forward and went to one knee before Nathan. She 
bowed her head. 

“Master Rahl guide us. Master Rahl teach us. Master Rahl protect 
us. In your light we thrive. In your mercy we are sheltered. In your 
wisdom we are humbled. We live only to serve. Our lives are yours.” 

Zedd dropped to one knee, as did Rikka. Nicci did the same. Finally, 
reluctantly, Ann followed. 

“Master Rahl guide us,” they all said in unison. “Master Rahl teach 


us. Master Rahl protect us. In your light we thrive. In your mercy we 
are sheltered. In your wisdom we are humbled. We live only to serve. 
Our lives are yours.” 

Nathan stood tall and silent, hands clasped, looking down at the 
bowed heads, looking very much like the Lord Rahl. When they had 
finished the devotion, they all stood, somewhat disquieted by the 
unspoken significance of what they had just done, of what it meant, 
that Richard was no longer the Lord Rahl. 

“Tt is done,” Cara said. She tested the feel of her slender red weapon 
in her fingers, gazing at it with liquid blue eyes. “My Agiel is alive 
again.” She smiled in a distant, sad way. “The link of the bond is 
whole once more. All D’Harans will recognize it and know that we 
again have a Lord Rahl.” 

Nathan let out a deep breath. “At least we have that on our side.” 

“Nathan,” Zedd said to the prophet, “you must get to D’Hara at 
once. There are Imperial Order troops at the larger passes east of here 
into D’Hara, still trying to find a way in the back door. I will show you 
some ways around them. 

“Tt would be best to have a Lord Rahl, the guardian of the bond, 
standing with those now standing alone at the palace.” 

“What about Jagang’s army?” Ann asked, looking concerned after 
Nathan nodded his agreement. “What do you think Jagang will do 
once he discovers that the D’Haran army has evaporated right before 
he could close his fist around them?” 

Zedd shrugged. “He will lay siege to the People’s Palace. Verna and 
some of her Sisters will be there to help defend the place, but the 
People’s Palace is built in the form of a spell that amplifies the power 
of a Rahl and suppresses it in others. Verna and the Sisters will not be 
able to wield the full force of their ability. Right now Nathan is the 
only Rahl we have to help defend the palace and its people.” 

“That’s why we need Nathan to leave at once for the palace,” Nicci 
said. 

“Tonight,” Zedd added. 

Nathan’s gaze moved from Zedd’s eyes to Nicci’s. “I understand. I 
will do my best. Let us hope that Richard will one day be able to take 
his place back from me.” 

At that moment, his words lifted at least a little of the weight from 
Nicci’s heart. 

“We will be working on that,” Zedd assured him. 

“You can count on it,” Nicci said. 

Cara pointed her Agiel at the prophet. “And you had better not get 
any crazy notion in your head that you will be keeping the post. It 
belongs to Lord Rahl.” 


Nathan arched an eyebrow. “I am the Lord Rahl, now.” 

Cara made a sour face. “You know what I mean.” 

Nathan smiled a slow smile. 

Ann jabbed Nathan in the ribs with a finger. “And don’t you get any 
grand ideas, Lord Rahl. Pm going with you to make sure you stay out 
of trouble.” 

Nathan shrugged. “I guess that the Lord Rahl could use an 
attendant. You'll do.” 


Chapter 35 

After lying on the ancient, cold stone floor in the depths of a lonely 
forest for what seemed like an eternity, staring down into the black 
abyss, not knowing what else to do, Richard finally sat back up. He 
had called to the sliph until he was nearly hoarse, but there was no 
answer. The sliph was gone. 

Richard put his elbows on his knees. As his head sank, he clasped 
his hands behind his neck. He felt like he had lost his way and didn’t 
know what to do next. How many times, since he’d left his Hartland 
woods, had he felt just this way, had he thought that he was at the 
end of his rope? He’d always found a way. He didn’t know if, this 
time, he could. 

As he was growing up, Richard had never known that he had been 
born with the gift. He’d never known anything at all about magic. 
Once he discovered that he’d been born with the gift, he didn’t want 
it. He wanted only to be rid of it, as if it was a sickness that had been 
passed down to him. He just wanted to be himself. But he had finally 
come to accept the value of his abilities and understand that they 
were part of who he was. They had on many occasions, after all, 
helped him save not only his own life, but Kahlan’s and many others 
along the way. His gift was a part of him, something that couldn’t be 
separated from him any more than his heart or lungs could be taken 
away. 

Now, though, he’d somehow lost the gift. 

At first, when the sliph had told him that he no longer had the 
magic required to travel, he’d had a hard time believing that such a 
thing was possible, that his gift could really be gone. He’d thought it 
must be a magical malfunction, an anomaly of some sort. Back when 
he’d wanted to be rid of it, he had inquired as to how he could shed 
his gift and had learned that such a thing simply wasn’t possible. 

While it didn’t seem conceivable to him, Richard knew that it was 
true. He knew because along with his gift, he had lost his ability to 
remember The Book of Counted Shadows. He might as well have never 
memorized it, because, along with his gift, that memory was suddenly 
lost. 

The Book of Counted Shadows had been a book of magic. The gift 
was required to be able to read it, and required to remember even so 
much as a single word of the text. Without the gift, Richard couldn’t 
read books of magic or, more accurately, recall the words long enough 
to know that there had been anything there to read. Without the gift, 
books of magic appeared blank. Now his memory of The Book of 
Counted Shadows had gone dark. 

And now he had failed a test he hadn’t even known he was taking. 


He wasn’t even at all clear as to what the test had been. Somehow, 
though, he had failed it. 

He felt as if he had failed Kahlan. 

He couldn’t imagine how those words could have been a test from 
Baraccus. How could they possibly test him? Test him at what? He 
didn’t know what test the sliph could be talking about, so he had no 
way to figure out how he had failed it. 

He wished he had Zedd to help him figure it out, or Nicci, or 
Nathan—someone, anyone. He stopped and asked himself how many 
times that night he had wished for answers, for help, for salvation to 
come save him. None of the wishes had been answered. Wishes, he 
knew, never were. 

He reminded himself that he was wasting valuable time feeling 
sorry for himself. He had to think, not sit around hoping that someone 
else would come along and think for him. 

He lay back on the stone and stared up at the canopy of limbs and 
leaves above and, beyond them, the stars. He smiled, mocking himself, 
thinking that maybe a falling star would answer his wishes. He pushed 
aside the thoughts of wishes and put his mind to the task at hand. 

He’d run the whole thing through his mind a hundred times and it 
still made no sense. Baraccus said, through the message left with the 
sliph, that he didn’t have the answers that would save Richard. 
Baraccus believed, though, that Richard had within him what was 
needed to succeed. Baraccus told Richard to believe in himself, and 
wanted him to know that he believed in Richard, although he hadn’t 
used Richard’s name, specifically. 

The message, Richard reasoned, had been meant for the one who 
would be born with the Subtractive side of the gift that Baraccus had 
seen to it was released from the Temple of the Winds, but Baraccus 
didn’t know that person’s name, didn’t know, specifically, who that 
person would be. At least, Richard didn’t think he did. It made more 
sense that Baraccus simply spoke directly, personally, without using 
names. The message had been clear enough without having to use the 
name of the person who would eventually hear it. That gave it the 
sound of a direct address. 

How could that be a test? How could Richard fail it? 

He sighed in frustration as he pulled a long stalk of grass growing 
from one of the missing mortar joints off to the side. As he considered 
the issue, he flattened the soft base of the stalk of grass with his front 
teeth. 

Could it be that the sliph somehow had been given some power by 
Baraccus, like the power he’d given her to act in an emergency, so 
that she could see whether or not Richard had what it took to 


succeed? Could it be that this insight given the sliph told her that 
Richard fell short in some way? 

The source. As he stared up at the stars, Richard mulled that over in 
his mind. He’d told the sliph that he had heard those words before 
from Shota and then, all of a sudden, the sliph had been done with 
him. 

Could the sliph know Shota? Maybe, in Baraccus’s view, Richard 
should not be associating with a witch woman. Maybe that was the 
reason Richard had failed—because he hadn’t been doing things on 
his own, by himself. He made a face. He had difficulty imagining that 
Baraccus wouldn’t want him to work with people, to find answers, to 
solve problems. 

He ran over the words in his mind, as best as he could recall them, 
anyway. 

I am sorry. I don’t know the answers that would save you. If I did, 
please believe that I would give them eagerly. But I know the good in you. I 
believe in you. I do know that you have within you what you must to 
succeed. There will be times when you doubt yourself. Do not give up. 
Remember then that I believe in you, that I know you can accomplish what 
you must. You are a rare person. Believe in yourself. 

Know that I believe you are the one who can do it. 

That was what the sliph had said was the message from Baraccus. 
Richard recalled, though, that those had been the same words Shota 
had told him not very long ago, the last time he had seen her, just 
before she left. 

Richard didn’t really believe in coincidence. In this case, he 
certainly didn’t. Shota could not have said by chance the same words 
that Baraccus had told the sliph to say. The message was too long and 
too detailed, with characteristics that were far too idiosyncratic. 

If that was the case, that it had not been coincidence, and Richard 
was sure it wasn’t, then why would Shota have used the exact same 
words that Baraccus had? Was it a message of some kind? Was she 
trying to tell him something? Warn him about something? 

If the witch woman had wanted to help him, then why didn’t she 
warn him about the test, and tell him? If she could not tell him the 
answer, she could at least have told him what the test would be. Zedd 
had often said, though, that a witch woman never told you what you 
wanted to know without telling you something you didn’t. Could that 
be it? He doubted it, since she had told him a great many terrible 
things that day—things, it turned out, that had helped him finally 
grasp what he had to do with the army, rather than allowing them to 
fight Jagang in a final battle. 

The thing that was itching at him, though, was that there were 


phrases in the message that were unique: answers that would save you; 
give them eagerly; know the good in you; you have within you what you 
must to succeed; know that I believe you are the one. Those were all 
slightly uncommon patterns in the way people spoke. They were not 
drastically different, but they were a bit eccentric, almost childlike, 
and yet rather formal in a simplistic way. Richard sighed. He couldn’t 
seem to put his finger on it, but there was something distinctly 
unconventional in the use of language within that message. 

With an icy shock of realization, he remembered. 

He remembered why those words had sounded unsettlingly familiar 
when Shota had said them. It was because he had heard those exact 
words before. 

Those were the exact words that had been spoken by the night wisp 
the evening of the first day Richard had met Kahlan. 

They had been in the wayward pine. Kahlan asked if he was afraid 
of magic and then, after approving of his answer, she brought out a 
little striped bottle that held the wisp. The night wisp, Shar, had 
guided Kahlan across the boundary, but by then it was dying. The 
wisp was unable to live away from its home place and those of its 
kind. It didn’t have enough strength to cross the boundary again. 

Richard remembered Kahlan saying, “Shar has sacrificed her life to 
help me because if Darken Rahl succeeds, all her kind, among others, will 
perish.” 

The wisp had been the one who told Richard for the first time that 
Darken Rahl was after him. Shar had warned that if Richard ran he 
would be caught and killed. Richard had thanked the wisp for helping 
Kahlan. He told Shar that his life had been made longer because she 
had saved him from doing something foolish that day. He told Shar 
that his life was better for knowing her, and thanked the wisp for 
helping bring her safely through the boundary. 

Shar had then told him that she believed in him, and the rest of it, 
exactly as Baraccus had related through the sliph. At the time he had 
thought that the slightly odd speech characteristics were simply 
idiosyncratic of wisps—and perhaps they really were, but Baraccus 
had used those exact words for a reason. 

Shota had used the same words, too—either deliberately or in 
innocent unawareness of their source—no doubt in order to help him 
by reminding him of those words from Shar. She probably didn’t 
realize the real reason for saying those exact words, but through her 
ability they were intended to make him think. To make him 
remember. It was probably only because of the terrible vision Richard 
had had of Kahlan witnessing his execution that he hadn’t connected 
Shota’s words with the same words he’d heard years before from the 
night wisp. That vision had simply overpowered everything else. 


Richard listened to the night sounds off in the woods, of bugs 
chirping, the leaves rustling in the wind, and a distant mockingbird, as 
another memory began seeping back into his consciousness. 

Shar, the wisp, had used his name without being introduced. He 
supposed that the wisp could simply have overheard it while in the 
little bottle in the pouch at Kahlan’s belt. 

Or she might have already known his name. 

Richard’s eyes were opened as wide as they would go as he recalled 
something else. He had asked the wisp why Darken Rahl was trying to 
kill him, if it was because he helped Kahlan or if there was another 
reason. 

Shar had come close and asked, “Other reason? Secrets?” 

Secrets. 

Richard jumped to his feet and cried out aloud with the shock of 
understanding. 

He pressed his wrists to the sides of his head, unable to suppress 
another shout. 

“T understand! Dear spirits, I understand!” 

Secrets. 

Richard had thought at the time that the wisp knew about the tooth 
that Richard kept hidden under his shirt, but that wasn’t it at all. It 
had nothing to do with that tooth. Shar was asking him something 
entirely different. She was offering him his first chance at recovering 
the secret book Baraccus had left for him. 

But it had been too soon. Richard hadn’t yet been ready. 

Richard had failed Baraccus’s test back then, too. Failed it for the 
first time that night with the wisp. Baraccus, though, probably had no 
way to know when Richard would be ready. He had to have a way to 
test him from time to time. Shota had said that just because Baraccus 
had seen to it that Richard had been born with the ability, that didn’t 
mean he would do the right things. 

Baraccus hadn’t taken his free will—and so, from time to time, 
Baraccus needed to test the one born with that ability to see if he had 
learned to use it to accomplish those things along the way that needed 
to be accomplished. Richard wondered how many other things put in 
his path had been the doing of Baraccus. At the moment, he had no 
way to know the answer to that question. 

He did know that when the sliph said he failed the test, that was at 
least the second time he had failed it. The sliph’s test was a reserve 
test, a repeat test, for after Richard had learned more. After he’d had a 
chance to know who he really was. 

Secrets. 

Richard felt as if his head might explode with the power of 


comprehension. Every emotion he had ever had seemed to collide 
together, twisting his insides with the excitement and anxiety of it all. 

He threw himself down on the stone floor, hands gripping the edge 
until his knuckles were white. 

“Sliph! Come back! I know what Baraccus meant! I understand! 
Sliph!” 

Mere inches away, liquid metal rose up into the cold, silvery 
moonlight, forming into the flawless features of the sliph. It was an 
impossibly beautiful vision, reflecting the swaying trees and his own 
face in flowing distortions of reality. 

The sliph slowly smiled. “Do you wish to change your answer, 
Master?” 

Richard wanted to kiss the quicksilver face. “Yes.” 

The sliph cocked her head to one side. “What is it you wish to 
confide in me, Master?” 

“A night wisp told me that before. Not just Shota.” Richard gestured 
with the frustration of trying to get it all out at once before the sliph 
could say that he had not passed the test. “Shota was second. It was a 
night wisp who first told me those same words—the words Baraccus 
used. That’s where I heard it first. That’s what Baraccus wanted me to 
know—that it’s the night wisps.” 

Richard half expected silver arms to slip around his neck and draw 
him closer. “Anything else, Master?” the sliph whispered intimately. 

“Yes. With that message, Baraccus wanted me to realize that what 
he left—left for me alone—is hidden with the night wisps.” 

The sliph came closer yet, still showing the gentle curve of a 
knowing smile. Her gaze drank him in. For the first time ever, her lips 
moved with her words, her voice coming in the breathy whisper of 
surrender. “You have passed the test, Master. I am pleased.” 

“Now, there’s a first,” Richard said. 

The sliph laughed, a sound as clear and pleasant as the moonlight. 

“Do you know the place of the wisps, Master?” 

Richard shook his head. “No, but Kahlan told me a little about 
them, about their homeplace. Kahlan is my wife. She has traveled in 
you before and was pleased, but you don’t remember her because she 
was captured by some very bad people who released a spell to make 
everyone forget her—something a little like what was done to you. I’m 
trying to find her before those same bad people can hurt everyone. 

“That’s what this is all about. That’s why Baraccus left something 
for me—something to help me in my efforts.” 

“I see. I am happy for you, Master.” 

“Anyway, Kahlan told me about the place where the night wisps 
live. She said that it’s beautiful.” 


“So Baraccus told me, too.” 

“Kahlan said that you can’t see the wisps in the daytime, only at 
night. I guess that’s why they’re called night wisps. 

“Kahlan said they’re like stars, like stars fallen from the sky. She 
said that it’s like seeing stars among the grass.” 

The sliph nodded at his excitement. “I am happy that you are 
pleased, Master.” 

“Can you go there? To the place of the night wisps—this place of 
stars fallen to the ground?” 

“Even if you could travel, I’m afraid not,” the sliph said. “Baraccus 
directed that this emergency portal be built here for a reason. He did 
not want me to be able to go to the home place of the night wisps 
because he did not want anyone to know that he went there. He did 
not want it to become a destination, either, but rather to remain a 
remote and secret place of stars fallen to the ground. 

“Baraccus told me that this portal is not a great distance from the 
wisps, but it is the closest I can get to them. He did not want me to 
give any hint that this place existed, or to ever divulge anything 
involving my future masters. It was his way of protecting you. That is 
why I could not tell your friends where you were. That secrecy and 
security was also meant to be part of what would bring forth the right 
words, from the right person. That protection not only protected you, 
but denying you the help of your friends prompted you into thinking 
for yourself. Thinking is what Baraccus said would turn the key for 
you.” 

Richard’s head spun with everything he was learning. He leaned 
closer, seeking to confirm what he already knew. “You brought 
Baraccus’s wife, Magda, here, didn’t you? And she was carrying 
something with her.” 

“Yes. This is the place I brought Magda after the last time I saw 
master Baraccus. She repaired the stone, here, before going back. That 
was the last time I saw her. No one has been through to this place 
ever since then. 

“You have passed the test, Master. This is the way to the secret 
library Baraccus left for you.” 


Chapter 36 


Kahlan stepped carefully among the rubble of ancient buildings that 
had over the millennia crumbled and eventually toppled, sending 
sections tumbling down the steep hillside. Dusty pieces of brick and 
stone lay scattered everywhere among the dry, decomposing dirt of 
the slope. It would be easy to stumble and fall in the dark, and it was 
a long way down. Jillian, a shadowy, lithe shape just ahead of them, 
climbed the scrabble as effortlessly as a mountain goat. Sister Ulicia, 
ahead of Kahlan, and the other two Sisters, behind her, huffed and 
puffed with the effort of the arduous ascent. As eager as they were to 
press on, the Sisters were getting tired. They frequently lost their 
footing and slipped, nearly falling from the bluff. 

Kahlan thought that they would be well advised to wait until 
daylight to finish climbing up into the ruins of the city of Caska. She 
wasn’t about to give them that advice, though. The Sisters did what 
the Sisters wanted to do and there was nothing Kahlan could do about 
it. In the end, the only result of any suggestion she might offer would 
be a beating for interfering. 

Kahlan would have been happy to see any one of the Sisters fall and 
break her neck, but she knew that the other two would be no less 
trouble than all three. For that matter, one of the Sisters was more 
than capable of making Kahlan’s life a torturous nightmare. Any of 
them could easily use her power through the iron collar around 
Kahlan’s neck to put her in a state of unendurable agony. So, she 
climbed without commenting on the wisdom of doing such a thing by 
the light of the moon alone. 

Since Jillian’s trail was so treacherous, they’d had to leave the 
horses at the base of the headlands. There were certain items, though, 
that the Sisters would not let out of their sight, much less leave 
behind, and so Kahlan was made to carry them, along with what other 
packs she could lift. It was a grueling effort to lug the heavy load up 
the precipitous trail. Jillian had wanted to help with some of the 
packs, but the Sisters refused to allow it, saying that Kahlan was a 
slave and meant for a slave’s work. They told Jillian to worry about 
guiding them to Tovi. Kahlan signaled Jillian with her eyes to do as 
the Sisters wanted and move out. She silently reminded herself that 
such work would only make her stronger, while the Sisters, shunning 
any effort, would only grow weaker. 

Kahlan wanted to remain strong. Someday she was going to need 
her strength. But it had been a long day and that strength was 
flagging. 

At least they were nearing the end of the lengthy, headlong journey. 
Soon enough the Sisters would all be reunited and then maybe they 


would settle in for a time, be a little less tense, a little slower to anger. 
While Kahlan looked forward to a respite of a day or two, she was 
troubled by what it would mean. 

The Sisters had given the clear impression that this was to be the 
end of the journey, the end of their struggle, and the beginning of a 
new era. Kahlan could not imagine what that could mean, but it 
worried her greatly. The Sisters often talked among themselves of the 
reward that awaited them being nearly in their grasp. More than once, 
Sister Ulicia had remarked, in answer to the others’ impatience, “It 
won't be long, now.” 

Kahlan had no idea what their plan was, what great event was 
about to take place, but she was certain that it involved the boxes she 
carried on her back—Lord Rahl’s boxes. The two Sisters following 
behind kept a careful watch on those boxes. The night before, Kahlan 
had overheard the Sisters say that when they reached Tovi, and the 
third box, the preparations would begin. 

Kahlan sighed in relief when they at last reached the top of the 
steep incline, finding themselves standing at the base of a 
decomposing wall. In places gullies had undermined and washed out 
sections of the wall. Kahlan took one last look out over the moonlit 
plain far below before following Jillian through one of the dark gaps 
in the wall. Once into the breach in under the wall still remaining 
overhead, Kahlan discovered that the wall was as thick as a small 
house. Whatever people built such a wall must have been decidedly 
worried about what might come to attack them. 

The steep trail leveled out on the other side of the wall and led 
them among buildings set close together. Many places near to the 
edge had crumbled or were leaning and about to fall. The massive 
wall had held much of the decaying rubble back, but in places parts of 
falling buildings had gone over the top. Over time, broken bricks, 
blocks, and mortar had also been washed down through the gullies. 

They soon found themselves on a narrow street among buildings 
that were in better shape. The outer fringe of structures had seemed to 
take the brunt of the weather and as a result were the most 
deteriorated. From the confinement of buildings they made their way 
out into a graveyard. In the moonlight it was a haunting sight. Statues 
stood here and there like phantoms among the dead. 

Making their way among the graves, Kahlan saw that higher up the 
buildings lay like an endless carpet over the rolling landscape. In the 
clear sky she spotted Jillian’s raven, Lokey. The girl had never pointed 
it out, apparently hoping the Sisters would think it just a wild bird, 
but when Kahlan glanced her way Jillian would sometimes signal with 
her eyes to look up. Lokey would do aerial tricks that would make 
Jillian, if the Sisters were looking the other way, smile. She seemed a 


girl searching for some small reason for joy among the desolation of 
what had befallen her and her grandfather because of the Sisters. 
When Sister Armina once noticed the raven, she thought that it was a 
vulture following them across the desolate landscape. Kahlan didn’t 
correct her. 

“How much farther?” Sister Ulicia asked as she paused among the 
grave markers. For some reason, Kahlan thought that she sounded 
suspicious of Jillian. 

Jillian pointed. “Not far. Up there, through that building. It’s the 
passageway to the dead.” 

Sister Cecilia snorted. “Passageway to the dead. Tovi always did 
have quite the sense of drama.” 

Sister Armina shrugged. “Seems pretty appropriate to me.” 

“Go on, then,” Sister Ulicia said as she gestured for the girl to get 
moving again. 

Jillian started out at once, leading them out of the maze of the 
graveyard and up into the empty city. Kahlan couldn’t tell for sure by 
the light of the moon alone, but it seemed that everything—every 
wall, roof, street, every part of everything—was the same color of dust 
and death. The ghostly silence in among the buildings shrouded the 
night with an eerie sense of stillness. Kahlan felt as if she were 
walking through the immense skeleton of a city, as if every bit of 
tissue and life had been stripped away and all that was left was 
crumbling beige bones. 

Along a broad thoroughfare that, by the look of the decorative, 
curving stone walls to each side, must once have been beautiful, 
Jillian slipped like a shadow through the arches fronting one of the 
larger buildings. Inside, it was hard to see. Kahlan heard the girl’s feet 
crunching across bits of crumbled mortar. The Sisters didn’t seem to 
notice the mosaic underfoot. Where moonlight fell across the floor 
Kahlan could see faded little tiles that made up a picture of trees, 
paths, and a wall surrounding a graveyard. There were even mosaic 
people. 

Looking at the sweep of the picture across the floor as she lugged 
her heavy load, Kahlan tripped on a missing section of tile and fell to 
her knees. Sister Ulicia immediately struck her across the back of her 
head, knocking Kahlan sprawling on her face. 

“Get up, you clumsy ox!” Sister Ulicia shouted as she kicked Kahlan 
in the ribs. 

Kahlan was trying, but with the weight of the load on her back it 
was easier said than done. “Yes, Sister,” she said, gasping between the 
kicks, hoping to gain time to stand. 

Jillian stepped between them. “Leave her be!” 


Sister Ulicia straightened with a glower. “How dare you interfere. 
rll wring your scrawny neck.” 

“T think we ought to skin her alive,” Sister Armina said, “and leave 
her bleeding corpse out there for the vultures.” 

Sister Ulicia snatched Jillian’s collar. “Get out of the way so I can 
teach this lazy ox a lesson.” 

“Leave her be,” Jillian repeated, refusing to back down. 

“Let’s just cut the little brat’s throat and be done with her,” Sister 
Cecilia complained. “We don’t have time for this. We can find Tovi on 
our own, now.” 

Knowing that she had to pacify the Sisters before they carried out 
their threats to harm the girl, Kahlan finally managed to regain her 
feet. She immediately took Jillian’s arm and pulled her back out of 
harm’s way. 

“Tm sorry—it’s my fault,” Kahlan said. “We can go now.” 

Kahlan half turned to start out, but she didn’t take a step. She knew 
better than to do so without permission. Sister Ulicia didn’t move. She 
had murder in her eyes. 

“Not until she sees you get the kind of lesson we’ve owed you for 
quite a while now,” she said. “You’re getting far too used to being 
treated lightly at your every transgression.” 

“You will leave Kahlan be,” Jillian said from halfway behind 
Kahlan, trying not to be pushed any farther into the background. 

Sister Ulicia planted her fists on her hips. “Or what?” 

“Or I'll not show you where Tovi is.” 

“You foolish child,” Sister Ulicia growled. “We already know where 
Tovi is. She’s in here. You’ve already led us to her.” 

Jillian slowly shook her head. “There are miles of passageways 
down there. You’ll get yourselves lost among the bones. You leave 
Kahlan be or TIl not show you the way.” 

“I can sense Tovi,” Sister Cecilia said with a dismissive sigh. “Cut 
the girl’s throat. We’re close enough that I can find Tovi, now, with 
my gift alone.” 

“I, too, can sense her,” Sister Armina said. 

“Sensing that she is near,” Jillian said, “doesn’t mean that you will 
be able to find the correct passageway to get to her. Down there, 
down with the bones, you may be only a short distance from her but if 
you take one wrong turn among many you must make, you will go for 
miles and never reach her. People have gone down there and died 
because they couldn’t find their way back out.” 

Sister Ulicia clasped her hands, considering, as she peered down her 
nose at the girl. 

“We don’t have time for this right now,” she finally announced. 


“Get going,” she told Jillian. She turned a meaningful look on the 
other two Sisters. “Soon enough we will even this score—along with 
others.” 

She turned back with a menacing expression that widened Jillian’s 
eyes. “You get us to Tovi or she’s liable to get impatient and start 
breaking your grandfather’s bones... one at a time.” 

Jillian’s face registered sudden alarm. She immediately led them 
into a labyrinth of passages and rooms through the back of the 
building. There were places where the passageways were open to the 
moonlight. In other places it was cramped and black as death. The 
Sisters lit small flames that hovered above their palms so that they 
could see. Jillian looked startled to learn that the women could do 
such a thing. 

They emerged from the building into another graveyard. Without 
slowing, Jillian led them through the place of the dead, among 
hillocks covered with gnarled olive trees and rows of graves mottled 
with wild-flowers. She finally brought them to a halt above a 
gravestone standing on its side beside a black hole in the ground. 

“Down this rat hole?” Sister Armina asked. 

“If you want to get to Tovi.” Jillian grabbed a lantern from beside 
the cover stone and, after a Sister lit it, started down. 

They all funneled into the narrow stairway, following Jillian down. 
The ancient stone steps were irregular, with their leading edges 
rounded over and worn smooth. For Kahlan, with all the weight she 
was carrying on her back, the descent was treacherous. The sisters 
held out wavering flames to help them see. At landings they all turned 
with the stairs and continued ever deeper into the realm of graves. 

When they finally reached the bottom the passage opened into 
wider corridors that were carved from the solid but soft rock of the 
ground itself. All around were niches carved in the rock walls. Kahlan 
noticed that all those recesses held bones. 

“Watch your heads,” Jillian said over her shoulder as she went 
through one of the doorways to the side. 

They all ducked as they went through after her and into a room 
with a ceiling just as low as the doorway. At intersections Jillian took 
turns without any hesitation, as if she were following a trail painted 
on the floor. Kahlan noticed that there were a few footprints in the 
dust, but she also saw footprints going off down many of the different 
corridors. The prints were bigger than would have been made by the 
girl’s small feet. 

The cramped corridor finally opened into larger chambers. They 
passed through seemingly endless rooms stacked with orderly piles of 
bones. Other, narrow rooms were lined with niches stacked full of 


bones, as if they had begun to run out of places to put all the dead. 

There was a series of several rooms filled only with skulls. Kahlan 
estimated that there had to be thousands of them. They had all been 
carefully fitted together into large niches, each skull facing out. Each 
niche was filled right up to the top. Kahlan gazed at all the hollow 
eyes staring back at her, watching her pass. She reminded herself that 
these things had once been people. They all had once been alive. Each 
had once been a living, breathing, thinking individual. They had once 
lived lives filled with fears and longings. It reminded her of how 
precious and brief life was, how important it was because once it was 
gone, for that person it was gone for good. It reminded her yet again 
of why she wanted her life back. 

With Jillian, Kahlan felt that she now had a link back to the world, 
to who she was. When Jillian saw and remembered her, Kahlan felt 
just a little more alive, as if she really was somebody, and her life had 
meaning. 

They passed through rooms with leg bones stacked in their own 
niches, arm bones in yet others. Long stone bins carved at the base of 
the side walls lined some of the rooms. These bins held smaller bones, 
all laid in neatly. 

Separating the bones of skeletons in such a way seemed to Kahlan a 
strange thing to do. She thought that, surely, it would be more 
respectful of the dead to leave the bones of the deceased together. It 
was possible, she supposed, that they didn’t have the luxury of space, 
since stacking them this way did save a great deal of space. Maybe it 
was simply too much work to carve a niche for just one body, or one 
family, when there were so many dead to bury. Maybe there had been 
a great sickness that claimed a large portion of the population and 
they couldn’t be burdened with such niceties. 

The city within the walls looked pretty cramped. Space must have 
been at a premium. If the people, and their dead, were to remain 
within the walls of the city, the living would have had to make 
concessions. 

It seemed an odd problem, since the land around the city stretched 
empty from horizon to the horizon. She wondered if it could have 
been a time of war, when sentimental considerations for the dead had 
to be abandoned in favor of the needs of the living. The headland did 
seem the most defensible place around. While parts of the walls were 
at the edge of the sheer bluffs, they could always have enlarged the 
city farther back on the headland. She supposed that it could be that 
expanding such massive city walls was considered too difficult. 

She wondered if it could be, too, that the people who had once lived 
here simply didn’t have the same sentiment for the dead that other 
peoples did. After all, what real significance was there in bones? The 


life was gone from them. The individual they once had been was no 
more. It was life, after all, that really mattered. Their world had ended 
with their death. 

But the people here must have had an attachment to these bones, to 
the people they had been, considering how difficult it would have 
been to construct such an underground city for the dead. Kahlan 
noticed, too, the faded, carefully drawn and carved decorations 
around the niches. No, those alive cared. They mourned for those who 
had died. 

She wondered if, when she died, anyone would remember who she 
had been, or ever even know that this person, Kahlan, once had lived, 
had loved life. She felt an odd jealousy for all these bones. Friends and 
family of each set of bones down in this place had known the person 
they had been, grieved for them, and put these talismans of that 
valued individual to rest in a way that the living would remember 
those who had passed. 

Kahlan wondered what had happened to all the people who had 
lived in this place, to the people who buried these bones. She 
wondered who had buried them. After all, the empty buildings bore 
silent testament that no one was left. Except Jillian. From what Kahlan 
had learned, Jillian lived with a small band of nomadic people who 
came to this place from time to time. 

They abruptly arrived at a section of the passageway that looked 
like it had partially collapsed, leaving the floor strewn with rubble. 
Sister Armina snatched the girl’s arm. “This tour of the catacombs is 
getting ridiculous. You had better not be leading us on some silly 
roundabout lark.” 

Jillian lifted an arm to point. “But we’re almost there. Come on and 
you'll see.” 

“All right,” Ulicia said, “get on with it, then.” 

Jillian stepped around a huge slab of stone that looked like it might 
have once sealed what was beyond. There were gouges on the floor 
where it had been slid aside to clear the passageway and allow access 
to what lay beyond. When Jillian went in, Kahlan could see that her 
lantern lit a chamber beyond with shelves carved from the solid rock. 
The shelves were all loaded with books. The colors of the leather 
spines were faded, but they looked to once have been mostly an 
assortment of rich reds and deep blues, with the rest being a variety of 
other colors from pale green to gold. 

The Sisters marveled as they gazed at all the books. They were 
suddenly in good spirits. Sister Armina let out a low whistle as she 
slowed to peer around at the shelves. Sister Cecilia laughed out loud. 
Even Sister Ulicia smiled as she ran her fingers over the dusty spines. 

“This way,” Jillian said to move them along. 


They happily followed the girl as she went through a series of 
rooms, mostly small and cramped, with shelves all stuffed full of 
books. Jillian wound her way through a warren of passageways carved 
though the soft rock, taking them ever deeper into the underground 
library. The Sisters’ heads swiveled, seemingly lost in reading what 
titles they could make out as they shuffled along behind Jillian and 
Kahlan. The light of the lantern fell into dark rooms they passed, 
revealing yet more books. 

“Curse the Light,” Sister Ulicia whispered to herself in delight. “We 
have found the central site in Caska. This is the place where the book 
will be. I bet that Tovi has been spending her time searching for it.” 

“I bet she’s already found it,” Sister Cecilia said, excitement 
animating her voice. 

Sister Ulicia grinned. “I have a feeling you’re right.” 

Through a more finely carved, barrel-ceilinged hallway adorned 
with a vineyard mural that had long ago faded to a ghost of what it 
once had been, they rounded a corner and arrived at a set of double 
doors. The two doors, carved with simple designs of grape vines and 
leaves, were each narrow enough that they could easily have been one 
wide door. Kahlan supposed that the two doors made the entrance a 
little grander, for some reason. 

“I sense Tovi beyond—at last,” Sister Cecilia said with a sigh of 
relief. 

“T think we should start the rituals tonight,” Sister Armina said in a 
bubbly voice. 

Sister Ulicia nodded as she laid a hand on the bronze lever. “If Tovi 
has managed to find the book—and I bet that by now she has—then, 
with the three boxes finally back together, I don’t see why it can’t 
begin at once.” She smiled distantly. “The sooner the Keeper is freed 
from his prison, the sooner we will have our reward.” 

Kahlan wondered if there was any way she could ruin their plans. 
She was sure that once they accomplished whatever it was they 
intended to do, there would be no going back—for anyone. She 
considered the boxes she was carrying, and wondered what would 
happen if, when the Sisters were distracted with finally seeing Tovi 
again, she were to smash at least one of the boxes. She might even 
have time to smash both. 

Kahlan knew that such an act would do more than incur the full 
wrath of the Sisters; she expected that they would probably kill her. 
But then, Kahlan had come to believe that if the Sisters succeeded, she 
would be as good as dead anyway. 

Sister Armina leaned in. “And, as our first act, I think we should 
settle an old score.” Her expression turned venomous. “I remember all 


too well being sent to the tents by that arrogant brute. Pll never forget 
what his soldiers were allowed to do to us.” 

Sister Ulicia’s brow drew down with a murderous glare. “Oh, I think 
that is one score we will all relish settling.” A baleful smile spread 
through the glare. She twisted the bronze lever. “Let’s get on with it.” 


Chapter 37 

Sister Ulicia threw open the doors and marched into the pitch black 
room beyond. “Tovi? What are you doing in the dark—sleeping?” 
Annoyance took control of her tone. “Wake up. It’s us. We finally 
made it here.” 

With the Sisters in the lead, carrying small flames above their 
upturned palms, there was just enough light to make out nearby 
torches in brackets on the walls to each side, but not much else. The 
Sisters sent those small flames into the cold torches, igniting them 
with a hot whoosh. As the torches flared to life, light flooded a room 
that wasn’t very large, with bookshelves carved into the straw-colored 
rock of the walls. 

On the other side of the small room sat a heavy iron and plank 
table. In the tall, decoratively carved chair behind the table sat a burly 
man, his chin resting on a thumb as he watched them. 

He was the fiercest-looking man Kahlan had ever seen. 

The three Sisters froze in midstride, their eyes opened wide, 
reflecting their confused, disbelieving shock at what they were seeing 
before them. 

The powerfully built man sat calmly behind the table, watching the 
three Sisters. That he didn’t speak, didn’t move, didn’t seem to be in 
the least bit of a hurry only increased the palpable sense of danger in 
the room. The only sound was the hissing torches. 

The man, with massive, muscled arms and a bull neck, was the 
embodiment of pure menace. Without a shirt, his brawny shoulders 
bulged from a lambskin vest that lay open in the middle, displaying 
his naked, powerful chest. Silver bands encircled his arms above bulky 
biceps. Each of his thick fingers bore a gold or silver ring, as if 
brazenly proclaiming them plunder rather than decoration. His shaved 
head reflected glimmers of the fluttering torchlight. Kahlan couldn’t 
imagine him with hair; it would have diminished his intimidating 
presence. A gold ring in his left nostril held one end of a thin gold 
chain that ran to another ring at mid-height in his left ear. He was 
clean-shaven except for a two-inch braid of mustache growing 
downward from the corners of his smirk, and another braid in the 
center under his lower lip. 

As frightening, as formidable, as remorseless as the man looked, it 
was his eyes that were the true nightmare. There were no whites to 
them at all. Instead, they were clouded over with sullen, dusky shapes 
that shifted in a field of inky obscurity. Even so, there was no doubt 
whatsoever in Kahlan’s mind when his gaze settled on her. That gaze 
made her feel naked. She thought her knees might buckle under the 
weight of her galloping panic. 


When his grim gaze moved to the Sisters, Kahlan reached out 
blindly, finding Jillian, and pulled her protectively under an arm. She 
could feel the girl trembling. Kahlan noticed, though, that Jillian 
didn’t seem surprised to find the man in the room. 

Kahlan couldn’t understand the Sisters’ silence, or their inaction. By 
the overt look of threat presented by the man, she expected that they 
would have incinerated him by now, just to be on the safe side. The 
Sisters had never before been the least bit shy about killing anyone 
they even suspected might be trouble. This man was clearly far more 
than trouble. He looked capable of crushing their skulls in his fist. The 
look in his eyes said that he was used to seeing such deeds done. 

Behind Kahlan, two burly men stepped out of the dark corners and 
closed the double doors. They, too, were fierce-looking, with wild 
tattoos in menacing swirls over their features. Their massive muscles 
were sweat-slicked and sooty, as if they never washed off the smoke of 
oily fires. As they stepped together before the closed doors, Kahlan 
could smell their sour sweat through the stench of the burning pitch. 

These two looked more than ready for any eventuality. Heavy, 
studded leather straps holding a variety of knives crisscrossed their 
chests. Axes and flanged maces hanging on their weapons belts glinted 
in the light of the hissing torches. Their faces were also studded with 
metal spikes—in their ears, eyebrows, and through the bridges of their 
noses. It almost appeared that they had hammered nails through parts 
of their faces. They, too, were shaved bald. The two men didn’t look 
entirely human, much less civilized, but rather a deliberate corruption 
of the notion of mankind, embracing instead steel, soot, and elements 
of a beast. 

Even though they carried short swords, they didn’t draw them. They 
didn’t appear the least little bit afraid of the Sisters. 

“Emperor Jagang...” Sister Ulicia’s watery, weak voice trailed off in 
abject terror. 

Emperor Jagang! 

The shock of those two words jolted Kahlan down to her soul. 

There was something about her concept of this man, formed from 
seeing his army from a distance and from having been through some 
of the places they had attacked, that made Kahlan fear him even more 
than the Sisters. In contrast to the Sisters, masculinity added an alien 
dimension to the nature of the threat he projected. 

For as far back as she could remember, they had done everything 
possible to stay away from Jagang, and yet here he sat, right in front 
of them. He looked relaxed, like a man who had everything well in 
hand. He appeared to have no worries. Not even Sisters of the Dark 
appeared to concern him. 


Kahlan knew that this was no accidental encounter. It had been 
staged. 

More than Kahlan’s fear of Jagang engendered by the Sisters’ 
overheard conversations and their dogged avoidance of the man, there 
was something else, something deeper, a dark dread rooted in her 
very soul, almost like a memory beyond her reach betrayed only by its 
indistinct but sinister shadow. 

When Kahlan stole a glance to the side, she saw that the Sisters 
appeared frozen in place, as if they had been turned to stone. They 
had also gone ashen. 

Sister Ulicia was wearing her blue dress, chosen especially for the 
reunion with Tovi. It was now dusty not only from the climb up onto 
the headland, but from the descent down into the interior of it. Sister 
Armina wore a dress with white ruffles at the wrists and at the low 
neckline. Under the circumstances, in a dusty grave and standing 
before leering brutes, the ruffles looked naively ridiculous. Sister 
Cecilia, older, tightly controlled, and habitually tidy with curly gray 
hair, now looked on the ragged rim of a leap into the refuge of 
madness. 

Jagang’s sullen eyes watched the three Sisters. He was savoring the 
moment, Kahlan knew, savoring their startled horror. If the Sisters 
had been able to do anything about the situation, Kahlan was sure 
that they would already have done it. 

Sister Armina’s tongue darted out to moistened her lips. 
“Excellency,” she said in a small, strained voice. Kahlan thought it a 
pitiful attempt at a respectful greeting, conspicuously born of panic, 
not respect. 

“Excellency,” Sister Cecilia added in a voice no more steady. 

Kahlan had on rare occasions seen the Sisters cautious, even wary, 
but she had never seen them afraid. She had never even been able to 
imagine them being frightened. They had always seemed in utter and 
complete control. Now their habitual, haughty dispositions were 
nowhere in evidence. 

All three Sisters bowed in halting movements, like three puppets on 
strings. 

When she straightened, Sister Ulicia swallowed in trembling terror. 
As frightened as she obviously was, confused curiosity, as well as the 
unendurable silence, drove her to speak. 

“Excellency, what are you doing here?” 

Jagang’s treacherous glare again melted into a smirk at the gentle, 
innocent, feminine tone of her question. 

“Ulicia, Ulicia, Ulicia...” He sighed heavily. “You really are one 
monumentally stupid bitch.” 


All three women went to a knee as if they had been slammed down 
by an invisible fist. Small, whining whimpers escaped their throats. 

“Please, Excellency, we meant no—” 

“T know exactly what you meant. I know every last dirty little detail 
of everything in your minds.” 

Kahlan had never seen Sister Ulicia cowed, much less so badly 
shaken, “Excellency... I don’t understand...” 

“Of course you don’t,” he said with a sneer as her words dwindled 
away to silence. “That is why you are on your knees before me, and 
not the other way around, which is just what you were wishing, isn’t 
it, Armina?” 

When his gaze slid to Sister Armina she let out a small, startled cry. 
Blood oozed from her ears, running in a little red trail down the snow 
white flesh of her neck. Other than her slight trembling, she didn’t 
move. 

Jillian’s arms clutched at Kahlan. Kahlan put a hand protectively to 
the side of the girl’s face, pressing her close, trying to comfort her 
when there was no real comfort to be had before such a man. 

“You also have Tovi, then?” Sister Ulicia asked, still so surprised by 
the turn of events that she couldn’t come to grips with it. 

“Tovi!” Jagang burst into a fit of gruff laughter. “Tovi! Why, Tovi 
has been dead for ages.” 

Sister Ulicia stared in horror. “She’s dead?” 

He lifted his arm with a dismissive wave. “Finally sent to the 
afterlife by a mutual friend, a very unfaithful and traitorous friend. I 
imagine that the Keeper of the underworld is quite angry with Tovi’s 
failure in her service to him. You will have all of eternity to find out 
just how angry.” His smirk returned as he glared at the woman. “But 
not until I am finished with you in this life.” 

Sister Ulicia bowed her head. “Of course, Excellency.” 

Kahlan noticed that Sister Armina had wet herself. Sister Cecilia 
looked like she was ready to collapse into tears—or screams. 

“Excellency,” Sister Ulicia ventured, “how could you... I mean, with 
our bond.” 

“Your bond!” Jagang roared with laughter again, slapping the table. 
“Ah yes, your bond to Lord Rahl. Your touching loyalty to Lord Rahl 
that ‘protects’ you from my talents as a dream walker.” 

Kahlan’s heart sank to hear that the Sisters were in some kind of 
alliance with Lord Rahl. For some reason, she had thought more of the 
man. It hurt to find she was wrong. 

“Were not the ones attacking Richard Rahl,“ he said in a falsetto 
voice, clasping his hands in a mocking manner, apparently quoting 
some statement from Ulicia’s past. “ ‘Jagang is the one going after 


him, seeking to destroy him, not us. We are the ones who will wield 
the power of Orden and then we will grant Richard Rahl what only we 
will have the power to grant. That is enough to preserve our bond and 
protect us from the dream walker.“ 

He lost the effeminate pretense. “Your loyalty and devotion to Lord 
Rahl is touching.” 

His fist slammed down on the table. His face went red with rage. 
“Do you stupid bitches actually believe that such a bond to Lord Rahl 
as you dreamed up would hold you free of harm?” 

Kahlan remembered the Sisters talking about the same thing, and 
she hadn’t been able to understand it back then, either. Why would 
Richard Rahl have anything to do with these evil women, much less 
enter into a pact with them? Could such a thing really be true? Could 
it be that he was really no better than they? 

One thing about it all didn’t seem to make any sense, though. If 
they were sworn to him, then why would they steal the boxes from his 
palace? 

“But the bond’s magic...” Sister Ulicia’s voice trailed off into silence. 

Jagang stood—a move that made the three gasp and tremble all the 
more. Kahlan was sure that, had they been able to, they would have 
backed up at least a step and likely more. 

He shook his head, as if he could not believe that they could be so 
ignorant as not to understand. “Ulicia, I was there in your mind 
watching the whole sorry event. I was there the day, years ago, that 
you proposed the scheme to Richard Rahl. I have to tell you, I didn’t 
really believe that you were serious. I had difficulty believing that you 
could be so stupid as to believe that you could strike such a bargain to 
gain your freedom from me.” 

“But it should have worked.” 

“No, there was no way such a thing could work. It was nothing 
more than an irrational idea. You wanted to believe it was true, so 
you did.” 

“You were in our minds that day?” Sister Cecilia asked. “Why would 
you allow us to believe we had succeeded?” 

His inky gaze fixed on her. “Don’t you remember what I told you all 
in the very beginning, on the first day you stood before me? Control, I 
told you, is more important than killing. I told you then that I could 
have killed you six, but what good would you be to me then? As long 
as you're under my dominion, you’re no threat to me, and of use in oh 
so many ways. 

“No, of course you don’t remember because you chose instead to 
think that you were smart enough to trick me with your convoluted, 
illogical notion of the bond. You think you are too clever to be 


outwitted, and so here you stand before me again, never having left 
my dominion.” 

“And yet, you just let us... go about our business?” Sister Cecilia 
asked. 

Jagang shrugged as he stepped around the table. “I could have 
stopped you at any moment, if I chose. I knew I had you under my 
thumb. But what would I have had to gain, then? Just a few more 
Sisters of the Dark, and I already had plenty of those—although their 
numbers are seriously diminished by now.” He leaned down toward 
them with an aside. “Your kind has a tendency to do a lot of dying on 
the behalf of the cause of the Fellowship of Order. 

“But with you,” Jagang said as he straightened, “I had something 
highly interesting. I had Sisters of the Dark who were up to things.” 
He tapped a thick finger to his temple. “Who had devious plans, and 
the knowledge to pursue them. 

“You have a lifetime of experience from the vaults at the Palace of 
the Prophets, vaults holding thousands of books that are now gone. No 
matter how irrational your plans sometimes become—witness your 
present condition—that does not negate your reserve of knowledge 
gained through decades of study, or mean that every one of your plans 
was unworkable.” 

“So, you knew our plans all along? From that day with Richard 
Rahl?” 

Jagang glared at Sister Ulicia. “Of course I knew. I knew your plan 
the instant you concocted it.” His voice lowered with menace. “You 
thought I only came into people’s dreams. I don’t. You thought I 
wasn’t there, in your mind, when you were awake. I was. Once I enter 
into your mind, Ulicia, Iam there, in your mind, always. 

“Whatever you think, whenever you think it, I witness it. Every 
dirty little thing you conceive, I see. Every thought, every action, 
every vile wish, I know as if it were spoken aloud the instant you 
conceive it. Because I wasn’t making you aware of my presence, 
though, you ignorantly believed I wasn’t there, but I was.” He waggled 
a thick finger. “Oh, Ulicia, I was there. 

“When you told Richard Rahl your plan, that you wanted to swear 
loyalty to him in exchange for someone he cared deeply about, well, I 
could hardly believe that you just assumed it would work.” 

For some reason, Kahlan felt a pang of sadness to hear that Richard 
Rahl had someone he cared deeply about. She guessed that ever since 
that day she had been in his beautiful garden, she had come to feel a 
connection to him on some deeply personal level, even if it was only a 
shared appreciation for the beauty of growing things, an appreciation 
of nature, and thus the world around them, the world of life. But now 
she was hearing that he was dealing with Sisters of the Dark, and that 


he had someone he cared deeply about. It made her feel all the more 
like a forgotten nobody. She wondered what she could have been 
thinking. 

“But... but,” Sister Ulicia stammered, “it worked...” 

Jagang shook his head. “Fidelity on your terms, fidelity even though 
you would continue to work for his destruction, even though you 
would continue to work for everything he stands against, fidelity even 
though you would continue to be sworn to the Keeper of the 
underworld, fidelity concocted of your selected, selfish wishes is just 
that—wishes. Wishing doesn’t turn your desires into reality just 
because you want it to.” 

Kahlan felt at least a small level of relief to hear that the Sisters 
were continuing to work for Lord Rahl’s destruction. Maybe that 
meant that he wasn’t really an ally of the Sisters. Maybe, in some way, 
he was like her, being used against his will. 

“T could hardly believe it as I listened to you dictating the terms of 
your loyalty to him,” Jagang was saying, gesturing in a grand fashion, 
“claiming that such fidelity was subject to the moral filter you, not he, 
would apply. I mean, if you were going to contrive beliefs out of thin 
air, Ulicia, why didn’t you just save yourselves some trouble and 
decide that by sheer willpower alone your mind had been rendered 
impenetrable to a dream walker? That would have been just as 
effective a shield.” 

He shook his head. “My, my, Ulicia. How cruel of the nature of 
existence not to allow you your irrational desires.” 

He swept an arm out. “And, just as amazing, the rest of your Sisters 
believed it too. I know; I was there in their minds as well, watching as 
they were overcome with glee that they were to be free of my ability 
just because you claimed you could tap into the bond to the Lord Rahl 
with your own form of loyalty.” 

“But you allowed us to do it,” Sister Ulicia said, still overwhelmed 
with astonishment. “Why would you not strike us down then?” 

Jagang shrugged. “I had plenty of Sisters under my thumb. This was 
an interesting opportunity. I learn a great deal from the knowledge 
others possess. Learning things gives one power one would not 
otherwise have. 

“T decided to see just what you could accomplish if left to your own 
devices, see what you could learn for me. After all, I could have 
dropped any of you at any time if I grew weary of my little 
experiment. There were times when I was greatly tempted, such as the 
time not long ago when Armina said Td love to string Jagang up and 
have my way with him.” 

He arched an eyebrow. “Remember that, Armina? Not to worry if it 


has slipped your mind. I will be reminding you of it from time to time, 
just to refresh your memory.” 

Sister Armina lifted a hand, as if in supplication. “I, I was only...” 

He glared at her until she fell silent, unable to conjure an excuse, 
and then went on. 

“Yes, I was there all along. Yes, I saw everything. Yes, I could have 
struck you down at any time. But I have something you don’t have, 
Ulicia. I have patience. With patience you can move mountains—or go 
around them, or climb over them.” 

“But you could have had Richard Rahl right there, when we offered 
him our terms. Or you could have had him at his camp.” 

“You could have had him at camp as well. You spelled him, and had 
him down. You could have ended it. Then why didn’t you? Because 
you had a grander plan, so you left him be, thinking that your bond to 
him was your protection, while you went on to pursue something of 
greater worth to you.” 

“But you didn’t need him,” she pressed. “You could have taken 
him.” 

“Ah, but while killing people as punishment is useful, it’s not nearly 
as beneficial as what you can do with them when they are alive. Take 
you three, for example. Death brings no great punishment, only the 
reward of the afterlife if you have served the Creator in this one. You 
three, however, will be denied the Creator’s Light. What use is that to 
me? But if a person is alive I can make them suffer.” He leaned closer. 
“Don’t you agree?” 

“Yes, Excellency,” Sister Ulicia managed to say in a strangled voice 
as blood began to trickle from her ear. 

“T liked parts of your plan,” he said as he straightened. “I find them 
very useful for my own purpose—things such as the boxes of Orden. 
Why should I kill Richard Rahl; I have the opportunity to do so much 
more than simply kill him. I want him to be alive to endure 
inconceivable suffering. 

“By letting him live that day at his camp, the same as you did when 
you ignited your Chainfire spell, I knew that I would be able to use 
this new opportunity to take everything from him. Since I was in your 
minds, I, too, was protected from the Chainfire spell, the same as you. 

“Now, with everything you have given me, I can strip Richard Rahl 
of his power, his land, his people, his friends, his loved ones. I can 
take everything from him in the name of the Fellowship of Order.” 

Jagang drew his hand into a tight fist before him as he gritted his 
teeth. “For opposing our rightful cause, I intend to crush him down to 
his soul, and then, when I have wrung everything out of him, given 
him every kind of pain there is in this world, I will extinguish the 


flame of that soul. And you have made it all possible.” 

Sister Ulicia nodded tearfully at all that was lost to her. She seemed 
resigned to her new duty. 

“Excellency, we can accomplish none of it without the book we 
came here for.” 

Jagang lifted a volume off the table and held it up for them to see. 
“The Book of Counted Shadows. The book you came here to find. I 
thought to search for it while I waited for you to complete your 
journey here.” 

He tossed the book back on the table. “An exceedingly rare book. 
This, of course, is one of the few copies that were never supposed to 
be made and so it was hidden in this place. Of course I was there, in 
your mind, when you found all of this out. 

“You even brought me the means of verification.” His unsettling 
gaze moved to Kahlan. “And you have a collar around her neck by 
which I can control her.” He turned a condescending smile on Sister 
Ulicia. “You see, since I’m in your mind I have but to command it and 
through you I control her every move—just as easily as you do.” 

Kahlan’s hope for a chance to escape evaporated. If the Sisters were 
cruel masters, this man was something far worse. Kahlan didn’t yet 
know what his intentions were, but she held no illusions that they 
were anything but vile. 

An inkling of something else began to well up in her. For some 
reason she was of value to the Sisters and now just as valuable to 
Jagang. How could she be the means of verification of some ancient 
book hidden away for thousands of years? She had always been told 
that she was a nobody, a slave, and nothing more. She was beginning 
to understand that the Sisters had been lying to her. They only wanted 
her to think she was a nobody. It appeared, instead, that she was, 
somehow, pivotally important to all of them. 

Jagang flicked a hand at Jillian. “Besides the collar, I have her to 
help me convince Kahlan here to do as she is told. Tell me, my dear, 
have you ever been with a man?” 

Jillian pushed up against Kahlan. “You said you would free my 
grandfather. You said that if I did exactly as you said, and brought the 
Sisters here, you would set him and the others free. I did what you 
told me to do.” 

“Yes, you did. And you really were quite convincing. I was there, in 
their minds, the whole time, watching your performance. You 
followed my instructions flawlessly.” His voice turned as threatening 
as his glare. “Now answer the question or your grandfather and the 
others will be vulture food by morning. Have you ever been with a 
man?” 


“Tm not sure what you mean,” she said in a small voice. 

“T see. Well, if Kahlan doesn’t do everything I tell her to do, you will 
be given over to my soldiers for their amusement. They like getting 
their hands on young things like you who haven’t before 
experienced... desires such as theirs.” 

Jillian’s fingers tightened on Kahlan’s shirt. She pressed her face 
against Kahlan’s arm as she stifled a sob. Kahlan squeezed the girl’s 
shoulder, trying to comfort her, trying to let her know that she 
wouldn’t let anything bad happen to her if she could help it. 

“You have me,” Kahlan said. “Leave her be.” 

“Tovi has the third box,” Sister Ulicia said. It was clear to Kahlan 
that she was trying to stall, to buy time, as well as ingratiate herself 
with Jagang. 

He glared at her. “It was stolen from her.” 

“Stolen? Well... I can help you find it.” 

Jagang leaned his backside on the table as he folded his massive 
arms. “Ulicia, when are you going to learn that not only do I stand in 
front of you, but I am in your mind as well. I know everything you’re 
thinking. But do keep coming up with your schemes. They’re quite 
inventive. 

“And did you ever conceive some grand plans,” he said with a 
satisfied sigh as he strolled closer. “You got farther with them than I 
thought you would ever be able to.” 

His voice took on an edge that ran shivers up Kahlan’s spine. “And 
look at what my patience has netted me,” he said as he turned to her, 
fixing her in the gaze of his terrible, inky eyes. “You wanted to know 
why I let you wander around free, doing as you wished? Here is the 
answer. Letting you cast about on your own, Ulicia, has netted me the 
prize of prizes.” 

Kahlan knew now that she had been correct. She was for some 
reason valuable. She wished she knew why. She wished she knew who 
she really was. 

Kahlan could do nothing but watch as Jagang closed the distance to 
her. There was nowhere to run. Just in case she might have had that 
thought, though, she felt a shock of pain blaze down her spine and 
burn through her legs, locking them in place. She knew it was the 
collar causing the painful paralysis, because the Sisters had done that 
very thing before. He, of course, would know that, because he had 
been in their minds all along to see it done. She could see in his 
merciless expression that, this time, he was the cause of the pain. 

Jagang reached out and ran his thick fingers through Kahlan’s hair. 
She didn’t want him touching her, but she could do nothing to prevent 
it. He seemed to forget everyone else in the room as he stared at her. 


“Yes, Ulicia, you surely did bring me the prize of prizes. You 
brought me Kahlan Amnell.” 

Amnell. 

So now she knew her last name. She had detected the slightest 
hesitation after her name, almost as if a title should have been added 
to her name. 

Jagang leaned close with an obscene smile that carried meaning she 
didn’t want to consider. Kahlan stood her ground by her own will, 
even if she had no real choice. Jagang’s powerful, muscled body 
pressed up against her. It was like feeling the weight of a bull leaning 
against her. 

With one finger, the man lifted her hair away from her neck. His 
stubble scraped her cheek as he put his mouth by her ear. 

“But Kahlan doesn’t know who she is, doesn’t even know the true 
nature of the prize that she truly is.” 

For the first time, Kahlan wished that she were invisible, that this 
man could not see her just as everyone but the Sisters and Jillian 
could not see her. This was not a man she wanted to recognize her. 
This was a man she didn’t want anywhere near her. 

“You cannot begin to imagine,” he whispered intimately in a voice 
that seared her with hot dread, “just how extraordinarily unpleasant 
this is going to be for you. 

“You were worth my patience, worth everything I’ve had to put up 
with from Ulicia. We are going to become quite close, you and I. If 
you think I intend the worst for Lord Rahl, then you cannot even 
begin to imagine what I have in mind for you, darlin.” 

Kahlan had never felt so alone, so helpless, in her life. Against her 
will, she felt a tear run down her cheek even as she managed to hold 
back a sob deep in her throat. 


Chapter 38 


Once Jagang turned away and was no longer looking at her, Kahlan 
at last allowed herself to swallow with silent relief to have his hands 
off of her, even if he had only touched her hair. Helpless dread 
shivered through her at him having been that close to her. She fully 
understood the meaningful look he’d given her. She knew that he 
could do anything he wanted to her, and she was completely at his 
mercy. 

No. There was still breath in her lungs. She couldn’t give in to such 
a belief. She couldn’t allow herself to think she was helpless. 

She had to think, instead of simply surrendering to panic. Panic 
could not help her accomplish anything. Maybe it would turn out to 
be true that she had no control of her own life, but she knew that she 
was lost to his will if she resigned herself to the blind guidance of 
panic. That’s what he wanted her to do. 

Across the room, at the heavy table, Jagang pulled the book closer. 
He opened the front cover and then leaned on both hands as he 
silently peered down at it. The rounded brawn of his broad shoulders, 
heavily muscled back, and thick neck looked more like that of a bull 
than a man. The things he wore only served to enhance his less than 
human appearance. He, and his men, appeared to deliberately shun 
the mantle of the noblest ideals of mankind and instead embrace a 
base, animalistic aspect. The aspiration toward the lower form of 
existence, rather than a higher one, revealed an elemental dimension 
of the overt threat these men represented; they aspired to be not men, 
but something less. 

Back not far in front of the doors, the two huge guards stood silently 
with their feet spread and their hands clasped behind their backs. 
Kahlan rested a hand on Jillian’s shoulder when the girl looked up in 
silent anxiety at being in the presence of such men, who, from time to 
time, cast dark gazes her way. 

The two guards didn’t see Kahlan. At least, she didn’t think they 
did. She had minded their behavior and noticed that from time to 
time, besides Jillian, they eyed the Sisters, but without much interest. 
When Jagang spoke to Kahlan the guards looked a bit confused. They 
said nothing, but Kahlan knew that, to them, it must have appeared 
that their leader was talking to himself. Like everyone but Jillian, the 
Sisters, and Jagang through his link to the Sisters, the guards forgot 
Kahlan before they knew they had seen her. She wished she could be 
just as invisible to their leader. 

“What of your army, Excellency?” Sister Ulicia asked, still plainly 
trying to buy time by engaging him in conversation. She, too, was 
trying not to give in to panic. 


Jagang looked over his shoulder with a wicked grin. “They are 
close.” 

Bewildered, Sister Ulicia blinked. “Close?” 

He nodded, still grinning. “Just over the horizon to the north, up 
into D’Hara.” 

“The north—into D’Hara!” Sister Armina blurted out. “But that’s not 
possible, Excellency.” 

He lifted an eyebrow, clearly enjoying their surprise. 

“They must be wrong in their reports about their location,” Sister 
Armina said, sounding like she was grasping at an opportunity to 
ingratiate herself with the emperor. She licked her lips. “What I mean, 
Excellency, is that, we, well, we passed them long ago. They were still 
back up in the Midlands, still on their way south to get around the 
intervening mountains. They could not possibly have gotten...” 

Her quavering words dwindled to nothing, as if looking upon 
Jagang drained her of all courage, even the courage to speak, until she 
was left a silent shell of dread. 

“Oh but they have already rounded the mountains down here and 
turned north up into D’Hara,” Jagang said. “You see, I influenced your 
minds to direct you to go where I wanted you to go, when I wanted 
you to go there. It was my aim to have you think you were safe, to 
think you knew where I was. You never even heard my whispers, but 
those whispers still guided you without you even being aware of it.” 

“But we saw your troops,” Sister Cecilia said. “We saw them and 
went around them. We left them far behind.” 

“You saw what I wanted you to see,” Jagang said with a dismissive 
gesture. “You thought you were going where you wanted, but you 
were in fact going where I guided you—right to me and my main 
force. 

“I sent you past a number of rear-guard divisions and then some 
units going south to other areas in the Midlands. I was making you 
believe what I wanted you to believe, seeing to it that you all felt 
confident in your plans, while I saw to it that the main army 
proceeded with my plans. 

“Our forces have made it a great deal farther than you thought. I 
want to finish this war and I can see that such a goal is finally within 
sight, so I adjusted my tactics accordingly. Marching the main force at 
such a grueling pace is something that I usually don’t do because it 
wears an army down and costs us a number of men, usually to no 
purpose, but the end is now in sight so it is worth the losses. Besides, 
they are there to serve the cause of the Order, not the other way 
around.” 

“T see,” Armina said in a small voice, disheartened to learn yet more 


of their complete deception and of their helpless plight. 

“Now, we have work.” 

The three Sisters suddenly sprang forward, as if yanked closer by 
invisible leashes around their necks. “Yes, Excellency,” they all said as 
one. Apparently, Jagang had growled a silent order that only they 
could hear, probably just to remind them that he was there, in their 
minds. 

It occurred to Kahlan that he could control her by the collar around 
her neck, through his control of the minds of the Sisters, but it didn’t 
appear that he was able to control her directly. Besides merely having 
some basic hatred for her, he also seemed to be trying to paralyze her 
with fear as one aspect of controlling her behavior by stopping her 
from thinking—in addition to using the collar and the Sisters. It would 
seem that while he was somehow within the minds of the Sisters, he 
was not in Kahlan’s mind. 

Of course, she couldn’t be sure of that. After all, the Sisters had 
been deluded into thinking the same thing—that the dream walker 
was not there, in their minds, watching their every thought. So, while 
she had to assume that it was a possibility, she just didn’t think it was 
true that he was in her mind as well. There was more to it, though; he 
was treating her in a different way than he treated the Sisters. They 
were treacherous captives; Kahlan was a prize. 

He had deceived them for a purpose. In essence he was spying on 
their thoughts. They were up to things and he wanted to 
surreptitiously eavesdrop on those plans so that he could turn them to 
his own advantage. He knew that Kahlan was not up to anything other 
than wanting to escape from the Sisters. She had no more plans 
beyond that. She didn’t even have a memory of who she really was. 
There was nothing for Jagang to spy on within her mind. It had to be 
obvious that she didn’t want to be his captive, either, that she wanted 
her life back. So, there was nothing that he could really learn by 
secretly spying on her thoughts—at least, not yet, not unless she 
began to think rather than be blinded by panic. 

But if he really wasn’t in her mind, then why not? He was a dream 
walker, after all, a man of such power that the Sisters had been trying 
to stay away from him—unsuccessfully, as it turned out, precisely 
because of his ability and power. He very much wanted Kahlan as his 
prize of prizes, as he’d called her. If he was in her mind he could have 
controlled her with the same invisible leash he used to control the 
Sisters and not have to go through their ability to do it. He didn’t 
seem like the sort of man who would resort to such a secondhand 
method of control if he didn’t have to. He wouldn’t need the Sisters to 
control her if he could enter her mind. 

What would be the point, now, of not making his presence in her 


mind known, if he really could do it? Even more material, if she was 
that important to him, he would surely want to have that manner of 
control if it was possible, so why wasn’t he able to get into her mind 
and control her directly? 

There was something more going on. She got the distinct impression 
that there were things he was being careful not to say. 

“This is it, then,” he said to the Sisters. “This is The Book of Counted 
Shadows. This is what you came here for, what you needed. I want to 
get started right away.” 

“But Excellency,” Sister Ulicia said, looking startled by the very 
idea, “we only have two of the boxes. We would need all three.” 

“No you don’t. You only need to use this book to discover if one of 
the two boxes we have here is the one you really need. If the missing 
box is the one that would destroy us, or destroy all that exists, then 
why would we need it?” 

Sister Ulicia looked like she had very good reasons why they would 
need it but she really didn’t want to argue the point. 

“Well,” she said, searching for the right words, “I suppose that very 
well might be true. After all, we haven’t actually had the chance to 
study The Book of Counted Shadows yet, so we can’t know for sure. The 
other references could have been wrong. That’s why we were coming 
here, after all. We needed the book. It could be as you say, Excellency, 
that we don’t actually need the third box.” 

It was obvious to Kahlan that Sister Ulicia didn’t believe such a 
thing. Jagang didn’t seem concerned by her doubt. 

“And here it sits, waiting.” He gestured to the book lying on the 
heavy table. “Once you study this book, then you can tell which box is 
which—which one is the one we need. If it turns out that these two 
are the wrong boxes, perhaps by then the third will turn up.” 

The Sisters hesitated at agreeing to his idea, but didn’t seem willing 
to offer an argument. 

Finally, after glancing to the others, Sister Ulicia conceded the value 
of his suggestion. “None of us has seen this book before, so we will 
need to... to learn from it what we can. I think you are correct, 
Excellency. Studying the book would be in order.” 

Jagang tilted his head toward the book lying on the table. “Then get 
to it.” 

The Sisters crowded close and leaned over, reverently gazing for the 
first time upon the book they had so long sought. They read in silence, 
with Jagang keeping an eye on them as well as the book. 

“Excellency,” Sister Ulicia said after only a brief examination, “it 
would appear that we can’t just... start, as you put it.” 

“Why not?” 


“Well, look here.” She tapped the page. “Right in the beginning, this 
confirms what we previously had reason to suspect, that there are 
safeguards against any eventuality. It says that you need...” 

She fell silent as she glanced over her shoulder at Kahlan. 

“Well,” she went on, “right here in the very beginning it says, 
‘Verification of the truth of The Book of Counted Shadows, if spoken by 
another, rather than read by the one who commands the boxes, can only 
be insured by the use of... ‘ Well, Excellency, you can see yourself what 
it says.” 

It was clear to Kahlan that the woman was avoiding saying 
something aloud. Jagang likewise read it in silence. 

“So what?” he argued. “It is being read by the one who commands 
the boxes. It’s being read by me, through you. I control the boxes 
now.” 

Sister Ulicia cleared her throat. “Excellency, I want to be perfectly 
honest with you—” 

“Pm in your mind, Ulicia. It would be impossible for you to be 
anything but perfectly honest. I know you doubt my idea, but are 
unwilling to express such thoughts aloud. So, as you know, I would be 
aware if you were trying to deceive me.” 

“Yes, Excellency.” She gestured to the book. “But you see, this is a 
very technical issue.” 

“What is?” 

“The verification issue, Excellency. This is an instructional book on 
implementation of profoundly complex matters. These things are not 
only profoundly complex, but profoundly dangerous—to all of us. So, 
for that reason, it is critical to pay strict attention to what this book 
says. This is not a matter to be approached casually. You can’t assume 
anything. The things this book says are exceptionally specific for good 
reasons. You have to think about every word, every sentence, every 
formula in it. You have to consider every possibility. Our lives all 
depend on the utmost caution in these matters.” 

“What’s so technical about this? It says quite plainly ‘Verification, if 
spoken by another.’ It’s not spoken by another. We’re reading it 
directly.” 

“That’s the precise point, Excellency. We are not reading it 
directly.” 

Jagang’s face went red with rage. “What do you think we’re 
standing here doing, then!” 

Sister Ulicia gulped air, as if an invisible hand had her by the 
throat. “Excellency, you command the boxes now. But you are not 
really reading The Book of Counted Shadows.” 

He leaned toward her in a menacing fashion. “Then what is it ’m 


reading?” 

“A copy,” she said. 

He paused. “So?” 

“So, in this case, you are not, technically, reading The Book of 
Counted Shadows. You are reading a copy of it. You are, in essence, 
reading something spoken by another.” 

His frown deepened. “Who is the one reading it, then?” 

“The one who made the copy.” 

Jagang straightened as comprehension dawned in his expression. 
“Yes... this isn’t the original. In a sense I’m hearing it from the one 
who made the copy.” He scratched his stubble. “So it must be 
verified.” 

“Exactly, Excellency,” Sister Ulicia, visibly relieved. : 

Jagang looked back over his shoulder at Kahlan. “Come here.” 

Kahlan hurried to do as he ordered, not wanting to be given any 
pain in a fight she knew he would easily win. Jillian stuck close to her 
side, apparently not wanting to be left standing alone back closer to 
the two fierce guards. 

Jagang’s big hand grasped the back of Kahlan’s neck. He forcibly 
pulled her forward and bent her down toward the book. 

“Look at this and tell me if it is genuine.” 

After he released her, Kahlan could still feel the painful, lingering 
impression of his powerful fingers where they had squeezed her neck. 
She resisted the urge to rub her throbbing flesh and instead picked up 
the book. 

Kahlan didn’t have the slightest idea how to tell if a book that she 
had never seen before was genuine or not. She didn’t have any idea 
what would constitute authenticity. She knew, though, that Jagang 
would not accept such an excuse. He only cared about getting an 
answer; he wouldn’t want to hear that she didn’t know that answer. 

Deciding that she at the least had to try, she began leafing through 
the pages, trying to make it look like she was putting in an honest 
effort when she was really doing nothing more than flipping over 
blank pages of a book lying open on the table before her. 

“Pm sorry,” she said at last, unable to think of anything to tell him 
other than the truth, “but this is all blank. There is nothing for me to 
verify.” 

“She can’t see the words, Excellency,” Sister Ulicia said under her 
breath, as if it were hardly a surprise to her. “This is a book of magic. 
An intact link to specific kinds of Han is required to read it.” 

Jagang glanced at the collar around Kahlan’s neck. “Intact.” He 
peered suspiciously into her eyes. “Maybe she’s lying. Maybe she just 
doesn’t want to tell us what she sees.” 


Kahlan wondered if this was confirmation that he was not in her 
mind, or if for some reason he was still carrying out a carefully crafted 
ruse. It didn’t seem to her that at this point such reticence to reveal a 
presence in her mind, if there really was one, would serve any 
purpose. After all, the boxes, and the book, were the central reason for 
the entire deception of the Sisters. He had used his secret presence 
specifically to bring them here, to this book. 

Jagang abruptly snatched Jillian by her hair. Jillian let out a 
surprised but brief, clipped cry. He was obviously hurting her. She did 
her best not to pull against the hand holding her hair, lest he rip her 
scalp off. 

“Tm going to gouge out one of this girl’s eyes,” Jagang told Kahlan. 
“T will then ask again if the book is genuine or not. If I don’t get an 
answer—for whatever reason—then I will gouge out her other eye. I 
will ask one last time, and if you again don’t give me the answer, then 
I will gouge out her heart. What do you have to say about that?” 

The Sisters stood mute as they watched, making no move to 
interfere. Jagang pulled a knife from a sheath at his belt. Jillian began 
panting in terror as he jerked her around, drawing his arm up tight 
across her throat, holding her against his chest to render her helpless 
and keep her still as he brought the point of a knife perilously close to 
her face. 

“Let me see the book,” Kahlan said, hoping to avert the irrevocable. 

With a thumb and a free finger of the hand holding the knife, he 
picked up the book and handed it to her. Kahlan thumbed through the 
pages more carefully, making sure she wasn’t missing any page that 
might say anything at all, but she still saw nothing. Every single page 
was blank. There was nothing to see, no way to tell if it was real or 
not. 

She closed the cover and smoothed the flat of her hand over it. She 
didn’t know what to do. She had no idea what to look for. She flipped 
the book over, checking the back cover. She looked at the deckle 
edges of the pages. She turned the book, looking down at the title 
embossed in gold letters on the spine. 

Jillian let out a strangled cry as Jagang tightened his grip across her 
throat, lifting her feet clear of the ground. He brought the point of the 
knife right up to the girl’s right eye. She blinked, unable to turn away 
from the threat, her lashes brushing the blade’s point. 

“Time to go blind,” Jagang growled. 

“Its fake,” Kahlan said. 

He looked up. “What?” 

Kahlan held the book out to him. “This book is a false copy. It’s 
fake.” 


Sister Ulicia took a step forward. “How can you possibly know 
that?” She looked clearly confused that Kahlan could pronounce the 
book a fraud without being able to read a single word in it. 

Kahlan ignored her. Instead, she continued to look into the dream 
walkers nightmare eyes. Cloudy shapes shifted like angry 
thunderstorms on a midnight horizon. It took all of her willpower not 
to look away. 

“Are you sure?” Jagang asked. 

“Yes,” she said with all the confidence she could muster. “It’s a 
fake.” 

Now acutely focused on Kahlan, Jagang released Jillian. Once free, 
the girl fled around behind Kahlan, using her for cover. 

Jagang watched Kahlan’s eyes. “How do you know that it’s not The 
Book of Counted Shadows’?” 

Kahlan, still holding the book out to him, turned it so that he could 
see the spine. “You are all looking for The Book of Counted Shadows. 
This says The Book of Counted Shadow.” 

His glare heated. “What?” 

“You asked how I know it’s not genuine. That’s how. It says 
‘Shadow,’ not ‘Shadows.’ It’s a fake.” 

Sister Cecilia wearily wiped a hand across her face. Sister Armina 
rolled her eyes. 

Sister Ulicia, though, frowned at the book, reading the spine for 
herself. “She’s right.” 

“So what?” Jagang threw up his hands. “So the word ‘Shadow’ is 
missing a letter. It’s shadow, singular instead of plural. So what?” 

“Simple,” Kahlan said. “One is real, one is not.” 

“Simple?” he asked. “You think it’s that simple?” 

“How much more simple can it get?” 

“It probably means nothing,” Sister Cecilia said, eager to side with 
her ill-tempered master. “Singular, plural, what difference could it 
make? It’s just the cover; it’s what’s inside that counts.” 

“It could just be a mistake,” Jagang said. “Maybe the person who 
bound the copy made a mistake. The book itself would likely have 
been bound by someone else, so the book itself is no doubt fine.” 

“That’s right,” Sister Armina said, wanting to join in with the 
emperor as well. “The person who made the binding is the one who 
made the error, not the one who made the copy. It’s highly unlikely 
they would be the same person. The binder was probably an 
incompetent oaf. The one writing the words in the book would have 
had to be gifted. Those words written inside the book are what 
matters. That’s the information that must be true, not what it’s 
wrapped in. There is no doubt that it’s a simple error made by a 


binding artisan and it means nothing.” 

“We brought her here for this reason,” Sister Ulicia reminded them 
under her breath. “It is irrelevant how simple it might appear. The 
book itself, before anything else, cautions that in this very 
circumstance it must be verified... by her.” 

“This is a highly dangerous matter. Such an answer is too simple,” 
Sister Cecilia proclaimed. 

Sister Ulicia cocked her head at the woman. “And if an assassin is 
coming at you with a knife, is that blade too simple for you to believe 
it a danger?” 

Sister Cecilia did not look amused. “This matter is too complex to be 
decided by something so simple.” 

“Oh?” Sister Ulicia leveled a condescending glare on the woman. 
“And where does it say that the verification must be complex? It says 
only that she must make it. None of us noticed the error. She did. She 
has satisfied the instruction.” 

Sister Cecilia looked down her nose at the woman who used to be 
her leader but was no more. Now Sister Ulicia was no longer the one 
in charge, no longer the one they had to please. 

“I don’t think it means anything,” Jagang said, still staring into 
Kahlan’s unflinching eyes. “I doubt that she really knows that this is a 
fake. She’s just trying to save her own neck.” 

Kahlan shrugged. “If that’s what you want to think, fine. But maybe 
there is an absence of doubt in your mind because you want to believe 
that this copy is real”—she lifted an eyebrow—”not because it is.” 

Jagang stared at her a moment. He suddenly snatched the book out 
of her hands and turned back to the Sisters. 

“We need to take a careful look at what’s inside. That’s what 
matters in finding and opening the right box. We need to make sure 
it’s not flawed in any way.” 

“Excellency,” Sister Ulicia began, “there may be no way to tell if 
something written in here is—” 

Jagang tossed the book on the table, cutting her off. “I want you 
three to go over everything in this book. See if you can find any 
reason at all to think that this might be a fake.” 

Sister Ulicia cleared her throat. “Well, we can try—” 

“Now!” His booming voice echoed around the room. “Or would you 
rather go to the tents and entertain my men? The choice of service is 
up to you. Pick one.” 

The three Sisters jumped to the table. They all leaned in as they 
began studying the book. Jagang pushed between Sisters Ulicia and 
Cecilia, apparently to watch over what they were reading and make 
sure that they were not overlooking anything. 


Chapter 39 

Once she was sure that the four of them were busy, Kahlan quietly 
ushered Jillian back to the far end of the room, off to the side of the 
two big guards. 

“T want you to listen to me very carefully and do exactly as I say,” 
Kahlan told her in a low voice that Jagang and the Sisters couldn’t 
hear. 

Jillian frowned up at her, waiting. 

“I need to be sure of something. I’m going to go walk over to those 
two guards—” 

“What!” 

Kahlan pressed her hand over the girl’s mouth. “Shhh.” 

Jillian glanced to their captors, now worried that she had caught 
their attention. She hadn’t. 

Satisfied that she had made her point, Kahlan took her hand away. 
“Tve come to suspect that I’ve been spelled by those three sorceresses. 
I think that’s why I don’t remember who I am—it’s magic of some 
sort. Almost no one but them and Jagang can ever remember seeing 
me. Almost no one does. I have no idea why you can. They also put 
this collar around my neck and they can use it to hurt me. 

“Now, I don’t think the guards can see me, but I need to find out for 
sure. I want you to stay right here. Don’t watch me or you will make 
them suspicious of you.” 

“But—” 

Kahlan crossed her lips with a finger. “Listen to me. Do as I ask.” 

Jillian finally nodded her agreement. 

Without waiting to see if the girl would change her mind and decide 
to argue, Kahlan again checked to make sure that Jagang and the 
Sisters were busy reading. Once seeing that they were, she 
immediately started across the floor. She moved as silently as she 
could; the guards may not know she was there, but if Jagang or the 
Sisters heard her, she would lose her chance before she could begin. 

The two guards stared ahead, watching their emperor. Occasionally, 
the one closest to Jillian would glance over at the girl. Kahlan could 
tell by his lingering gaze what he was thinking: he was hoping that 
Jagang would give Jillian to him. Kahlan imagined that with a man 
like Jagang, such occasional rewards were a benefit of having earned 
such a trusted position as personal guard to an emperor. Jillian had no 
idea of the fate that was in store for her. Kahlan had to do something 
to change the headlong course of those looming events. 

Once in front of the guards, she was careful to stay out of the line of 
sight between them and the four people at the table. She also had to 
be careful not to draw the attention of the Sisters, or Jagang, either. 


Even if the two guards couldn’t remember Kahlan long enough to be 
aware that she was there, she didn’t want to find out what would 
happen if they were mysteriously blocked from seeing their leader. 
These two were wary men, no doubt of exceptional talents, and there 
was no telling how small a thing could alert them to trouble, and 
Kahlan intended on being a great deal of trouble—but not until she 
was ready. 

Standing directly in front of the two huge men, she realized that she 
came up only to the tops of their shoulders, so she wouldn’t likely 
block their view. They didn’t look at her, or in any way acknowledge 
her presence. She gently touched the metal post through one man’s 
nose. He wrinkled his nose and then casually reached up and 
scratched, but he did not grab her hand. 

Satisfied that he would do no more, Kahlan reached out and 
smoothly drew a knife from a sheath on the leather strap crossing the 
men’s chest. As the blade came out into the torchlight, she was very 
careful to draw it evenly, without putting any twisting pressure on the 
sheath or strap. He didn’t notice anything as it came completely free. 

It felt good to have the weapon in her hand. The emotion of it 
caused her to remember being back at the White Horse Inn when the 
Sisters had killed the husband and wife who had run the place. She 
remembered picking up a heavy cleaver to try to stop them from 
harming the daughter. 

She remembered the deep inner satisfaction at having a weapon in 
her hand because it represented a sense of having the means to 
control her own life, to help her to survive. A weapon meant not being 
at the mercy of evil people who respected no law, whether of man or 
reason, of not being a helpless prey of those who were stronger and 
would use that strength to dominate others. 

Kahlan twirled the knife across her hand, weaving it through her 
fingers, watching it reflect the flickering light from the torches as it 
spun. She caught the handle and for a moment stared at the well- 
honed, polished blade. 

It represented salvation. If not for her, at least for Jillian. 

Remembering where she was and what she was doing, Kahlan 
quickly slipped the weapon down inside her boot. She looked over to 
make sure that Jillian was quiet and staying put. The girl’s eyes had 
gone wide. Kahlan turned back to her task and carefully drew a 
second knife from a sheath on the other guard’s chest strap. The blade 
was a little thinner, the weapon a little better balanced. Like the first, 
she pierced the blade through the leather of her boot, near the top, 
and slid it down into her boot, being careful to position it as she did, 
so that the blade would be behind the bone of her ankle. She then 
pushed the point securely into the bottom of the boot. In the 


makeshift sheath the knife couldn’t move around and cut her when 
she walked. 

As silently as possible, walking lightly on the balls of her feet, 
Kahlan quickly returned to a startled Jillian. The Sisters and their 
master were involved in an animated conversation about the 
relevance of star positions, weather, and time of year to the formation 
and concentration of power needed for specific spells. The Sisters were 
explaining the meaning of passages and Jagang was asking questions 
every few minutes, challenging their assumptions at every turn. 

Kahlan was a bit surprised to hear how well versed the man was. 
The Sisters sometimes found that he had learned more than they knew 
on certain subjects to do with the boxes of Orden. Jagang didn’t look 
like a man who would be the kind to value knowledge from books, but 
Kahlan was wrong. While she didn’t understand most of what they 
were talking about, it was obvious that Jagang was well read and 
more than up to the task of conversing intelligently with the Sisters— 
especially about subjects that they said were found only in the rarest 
of books. 

He wasn’t just a brute. He was worse than that. He was a very smart 
brute. 

“All right,” Kahlan said in a voice low enough that she was sure the 
others couldn’t hear her. “I want you to listen to me. We may not have 
much time.” 

Jillian’s eyes were still wide. “How did you do that?” 

“T was right, they can’t see me.” 

“And twirling the knife like you did?” 

Kahlan shrugged, dismissing a question she couldn’t answer to 
address more important matters. “Look, I need to get you out of here. 
This may be our only chance.” 

Jillian looked horrified at the notion. “But if I escape he will kill my 
grandfather, and probably the others as well. I can’t leave.” 

“That is the power he holds over you. But if you don’t get away, the 
truth is that you all very well may be killed anyway. You need to 
understand that this could be the only chance you have, or will ever 
have, for your freedom.” 

“Are you really sure of that? How can I risk my grandfather’s life on 
what you think might happen?” 

Kahlan took a deep breath. She hadn’t wanted to have to explain it. 
“I don’t have time to put it to you nicely, to persuade you in gentle 
ways. I only have time to give you the bare bones of the truth, so 
that’s what I’m going to do, so listen carefully. 

“I know what these men are like. I’ve seen what they do to young 
women like you and me—seen it with my own eyes. I’ve seen their 


naked broken bodies left sprawled where they lay when Imperial 
Order soldiers are finished using them, or dumped in ditches like 
refuse. 

“If you don’t get away, very bad things are going to happen to you, 
at best. You will spend the rest of your short life as a slave, being used 
by soldiers for their sick pleasure and amusement in ways you don’t 
want to learn about. You will spend the rest of your life alternating 
between terror and sobbing. That’s at best. You will live, but wish 
every moment that you were dead. At worst, you are going to be 
killed when Jagang leaves. 

“Either way, it’s a fool’s wish to think he’s going to let you go. No 
matter what happens, whether you escape or stay, he might let your 
grandfather and the others go simply because they may not want to 
take the time and trouble to kill them. Jagang has more important 
things he’s interested in. 

“But you are plunder that has value to him. If nothing else, he will 
give you to those two guards as a bonus for their service. That’s how 
men such as Jagang draw ruthless brutes like those two into loyal 
service—by giving them tasty little scraps like you. Do you have any 
idea what they will do with you—before they cut your throat? Do 
you?” 

Jillian was silent for a moment. She swallowed before speaking. “I 
know what Jagang meant, before, when he asked if I’ve ever been 
with a man—but I pretended I didn’t. I know what he meant when he 
said that he would give me over to his soldiers. I know what he meant 
when he said they would like getting their hands on a young woman 
like me. I know what he meant about their desires. 

“My family has warned me about the dangers from strangers like 
these. My mother has explained it. I think that she did not tell me 
everything, though, so that I wouldn’t have nightmares. I think the 
parts you know would give me nightmares. Before, I only pretended I 
didn’t know what Jagang was talking about so that he wouldn’t know 
how afraid I was of him doing that to me.” 

Kahlan couldn’t help smiling. “That was a very wise thing you did, 
keeping such knowledge to yourself.” 

Jillian twisted her mouth, fighting back tears at the grim fate she 
had just admitted understanding. “You have a plan?” 

“Yes. You have long legs, but I still doubt that you can outran them. 
There’s another way, though, a way that uses what you know and they 
don’t. You said that one wrong turn out there and people get lost in 
the maze of tunnels and rooms. If you get even a small head start you 
will be able to quickly lose them in all the twists and turns. As 
complex as this place is, I don’t think that even the powers of the 
Sisters would help them get you, and I don’t think that Jagang would 


waste the time trying.” 

She still looked dubious. “But I—” 

“Jillian, this is a chance for you to escape. Another may never come 
along. I don’t want anything terrible to happen to you. If you stay, it 
will. I want you to understand that you must take this chance. I want 
you out of here. This is all I can do for you.” 

Jillian was overcome with a look of horror. “You mean... you’re not 
going with me?” 

Kahlan pressed her lips tight and shook her head. She tapped the 
metal collar around her neck. “They can stop me with this. It’s magic 
of some sort. They will be able to put me down. But I think that before 
they do I’ll be able to help slow them enough so that you can get 
away.” 

“But they will hurt you, or even kill you, for helping me get away.” 

“They are going to hurt me anyway—Jagang has already promised 
me the worst he can dream up. He can do no more than he already 
intends. As for killing me, I don’t think they would do that, for now at 
least. They still need me. 

“Pm helping you get away and that’s all there is to it. My mind is 
made up. It’s my choice. It’s the only thing I can do, the only thing 
that I have a choice about. If I help you, then it makes my own life, no 
matter what will become of me, mean more to me. I will at least have 
done something to fight back. I will at least have this victory over 
them.” 

Jillian stared at her. “You’re as brave as Lord Rahl.” 

Kahlan’s eyebrows lifted. “You mean Richard Rahl? You know 
Richard Rahl?” 

Jillian nodded. “He helped me, too.” 

Kahlan shook her head in wonder. “For living out here in the 
middle of nowhere, you sure seem to have met a lot of important 
people. What was he doing here?” 

“He came back from the dead.” 

Kahlan frowned. “What?” 

“Well, not exactly the dead, really. At least that’s what he told me. 
But he came up from the well of the dead in the graveyard, just as the 
tellings said he would. I am the priestess of the bones. I am his 
servant, a dream-caster. He is my master. There have been many 
priestesses of the bones before me, but he never came for them. I 
never knew that it would turn out that he would come back in my 
lifetime. 

“He came to find books, too. He is the one who found this place—I 
never even knew it was down here. None of my people knew. Even 
my grandfather never knew this place of bones was here. 


“Richard was looking for a book to help him find someone 
important to him. The book was called Chainfire. Once he discovered 
this place and brought me down here, I’m the one who found the book 
for him. He was really excited. I was so happy that I was the one who 
helped him find what he needed. 

“Since coming down here with him, I’ve spent all my time exploring 
this place, learning every turn and tunnel and room. I hope Richard 
will return one day, as he said he might, and then I will be able to 
show him everything. I very much want to make him proud of me.” 

Kahlan could see the longing in Jillian’s eyes to satisfy the man, to 
do something he would value, to have him recognize her effort and 
ability. 

Kahlan wanted to ask a thousand questions, but she didn’t have the 
time. She couldn’t resist one, though. 

“What’s he like?” 

“Master Rahl saved my life. ’ve never met anyone else like him.” 
Jillian smiled in a distant way. “He was, well, I don’t know...” She 
sighed, unable to find the words. 

“T see,” Kahlan said at the dreamy look in the girl’s copper-colored 
eyes. 

“He saved my life from soldiers sent by Jagang, before. They were 
looking for these books. I was so afraid the man who had me was 
going to cut my throat, but Richard killed him. Then, he held me in 
his arms and quieted my tears.” She looked up from gazing into her 
memories. “And he saved my grandfather, too. Well, not exactly him, 
but the woman with him.” 

“Woman?” 

Jillian nodded. “Nicci. She said that she was a sorceress. She was so 
beautiful. I couldn’t stop staring at her. I’d never before seen a woman 
that beautiful. She was like a good spirit standing there before me, 
with hair like sunlight, and eyes like the sky itself.” 

Kahlan sighed. Why wouldn’t a man like that have a beautiful 
woman with him. After hearing it, she didn’t know why she hadn’t 
ever considered such a likelihood before now. 

Kahlan didn’t know why, but she felt as if something, some hope 
she had never dared define, or maybe an unfathomable longing she 
still clung to for something profoundly valuable hidden beneath the 
black shroud that had been drawn over her past... had just slipped 
away from her. 

She had to look away from Jillian’s gaze lest she lose control at the 
thought of the forlorn situation she found herself trapped in. She used 
the excuse of looking over her shoulder, checking to make sure that 
the emperor and his Sisters were still busy, as she wiped an 


unexpected, solitary tear from her cheek. 

The Sisters looked more involved than ever in a discussion of the 
technicalities in the book. Jagang was demanding to know how they 
could be sure that certain parts were correct. 

When Kahlan looked back, Jillian was staring at her. “But she 
wasn’t as beautiful as you.” 

Kahlan smiled. “Diplomacy must be a requirement of being a 
priestess of the bones.” 

“No,” Jillian said, looking suddenly worried that Kahlan might not 
believe she was telling the truth. “Really. There’s something about 
you.” 

Kahlan frowned. “What do you mean?” 

Jillian’s nose scrunched up with the struggle of searching for words. 
“T don’t know how to explain it. You’re beautiful, and smart, and you 
know the right thing to do. But there’s something else.” 

Kahlan wondered if this could be some link to who she really was. 
She had been looking for someone who would be able to see her, and 
remember her, and maybe give her a clue. 

“Like what?” 

“T don’t know. Something noble.” 

“Noble?” 

Jillian nodded. “You remind me of Lord Rahl in a way. He saved my 
life without hesitation, just like you want to do. It wasn’t just that, 
though. I don’t know how to explain it. There was just something 
about him... and you have that same quality about you, too.” 

“Good. At least he and I have something in common, then, because 
I’m about to save your life, too.” 

Kahlan took a steadying breath as she checked over her shoulder 
again. The others were still engaged in their heated conversation. She 
turned back to Jillian and gave her a dead serious look. 

“We have to do this now.” 

“But, I’m still worried about my grandfather...” 

Kahlan looked into the girl’s eyes for a long moment. 

“Now, you listen to me, Jillian. You’re fighting for your life. It’s the 
only life you will ever have. They will show you no mercy for staying. 
I know that your grandfather would want you to take this chance.” 

Jillian nodded. “I understand. Lord Rahl told me much the same 
thing about the importance of my life.” 

For some reason, that lifted Kahlan’s heart and made her smile. The 
smile quickly vanished, though, as she put her mind back to the task 
at hand. She didn’t know if Jagang and the Sisters would be finished 
soon, or if they would be at it for the rest of the night, but she 
couldn’t afford to miss the opportunity. 


“We have to do this now, before I lose my nerve. I want you to do 
exactly as I say.” 

“T will” Jillian said. 

“Here’s what we’re going to do. You will stay right here. I’m going 
to go over there and kill these two men.” 

Jillian’s eyes went wide. “You’re going to do what?” 

“Kill them.” 

“How? You're just a woman, and they’re big. And there’s two of 
them.” 

“Tt’s not impossible if you know how.” 

“You’re going to cut their throats?” Jillian guessed. 

“No. They would make noise if I did that. Besides, I couldn’t do that 
to both of them at the same time. So, I’m going to take two more of 
their knives and then I’m going to slip up behind them and I’m going 
to stab them right... here.” 

Kahlan jabbed a finger in Jillian’s back, a little to the side, right in 
the soft spot of her kidney. Even the small jab made the girl grunt 
with the pain of how sensitive that place was. 

“Stabbing a man right there, in his kidney, is so painful that it 
makes it impossible for him to cry out.” 

“You can’t be serious. Surely they will scream.” 

Kahlan shook her head. “The pain is so great when you’re stabbed 
in the kidney that your throat clamps shut. Your scream is locked in 
your lungs. That will be our chance. Before they collapse and hit the 
floor as they’re dying, we have to get through that door behind them. 
We have to slip through as quietly as possible to buy as much time as 
we can. We'll probably only have a brief moment before we’re 
discovered, but that moment is all we need for you to get away. 

“You stand right here. As soon as I drive the knives in their backs, 
you head for the door—fast as you can. But don’t make any noise. Pll 
be there with you at the doors.” 

Jillian was panting in fear of such a task. Her eyes were brimming 
with tears. “But I want you to go with me.” 

Kahlan squatted down and hugged the girl. 

“I know. This is all I can do to protect you, Jillian. But I think it will 
be enough to get away.” 

She wiped at her eyes. “But what will they do to you?” 

“You just worry about getting away. If I get a chance to escape, I 
promise you I will. Tell Lokey to watch for me in case I ever do get 
away.” 

“All right.” 

Kahlan knew that it was a false hope. She squeezed Jillian’s 
shoulder and stood. She checked the four at the table one last time. 


She did so just in time. 

Jagang glanced over his shoulder to see what Kahlan was doing. She 
stood silently beside Jillian, watching him and the Sisters working, as 
if she had been there the whole time, doing nothing but awaiting her 
fate. He turned his attention to the heated words between Sister Ulicia 
and Sister Cecilia. Sister Ulicia was being her obstinate self, while 
Sister Cecilia was trying to find a way to appease Jagang by telling 
him whatever he wanted to hear. 

Once she was sure that Jagang’s attention was back on the book, 
Kahlan immediately started for the guards. As one was again eyeing 
Jillian with increasingly open lust, Kahlan carefully pulled a long 
knife from his weapons belt. Without delay, she moved to the far 
guard and did the same, taking his long knife as well. 

Standing behind them, she glanced to the Sisters and Jagang and, 
seeing them still busy, she looked over at Jillian. The girl, wiping her 
palms on her hips, nodded that she was ready. 

Kahlan reached to the man on the right and drew a knife he carried 
in a sheath hanging from a strap on his side. She placed the blade 
sideways between her teeth. 

Without lingering any longer, she scrutinized the lower backs of the 
guards, selecting the precise spots she needed to hit. She chose the 
right side of the man on her left, and the left side of the man on her 
right, so that she would have targets closest together and she would 
be able to put her full strength into the thrust. 

She looked back and forth between the men, making sure that she 
would hit the right spot with each knife. If she missed, it would be 
fatal, but not necessarily for the men. It would be Jillian who paid the 
price of an error. It had to be right, and it had to be right the first 
time. 

Kahlan took a deep breath, holding it only briefly, then she exhaled 
hard, adding that power to the force she put into her thrust. With all 
her strength, she plunged both knives into the men’s backs. The blades 
went in up to the hilts. 

Both men stiffened at the jolting shock. 

Kahlan had already drawn another breath. This time, as quickly as 
she could, she forced out the breath and used all her considerable 
strength to pull the handles together toward one another so that the 
blades would pivot and rip through the men’s kidneys. 

The men stood frozen stiff and slightly twisted, backs arched with 
the intense wallop of excruciating pain. Their eyes bulged, their 
mouths opened, but they made no sound. They stood in mortal 
trauma, unable to draw in a gasp or let out a cry. 

When Kahlan looked up, Jillian was already on her way. Kahlan 


turned and swiftly opened one of the narrow doors. She didn’t want to 
give their pursuers a clear path by opening both. 

Jillian was there. The men’s knees began buckling. Kahlan put her 
hand on Jillian’s back, between her shoulders, and pushed her through 
the doorway, propelling her out into the hallway. 

Kahlan took the knife from her teeth. “Run. Don’t stop for 
anything.” 

Jillian nodded back. She looked as if the Keeper himself were on her 
heels. 

Kahlan turned to close the door, but just then the men hit the floor. 

Four startled faces spun around toward her. Kahlan pulled the door 
closed and ran as if the Keeper were after her, too. 

She saw Jillian in the dim distance just as she reached an 
intersection where a juncture of branches of passages went off in 
different directions. The girl paused, looking back at Kahlan. They 
shared a brief look filled with meaning, and then she was gone, 
vanished down one of the passages. It was so dark in the distance that 
Kahlan wasn’t sure which one Jillian had taken. 

Behind came an explosive splintering of wood, as if the doors had 
been blown apart. Torchlight suddenly spilled through the hall, 
surrounding Kahlan. She immediately stopped and spun back. She 
gripped the knife by the point. She saw shadows in the room rushing 
toward the gaping doorway. 

With all her strength she heaved the knife without there even being 
anyone there, yet, in that doorway. 

An enraged Sister Cecilia burst through first. The knife slammed 
into her chest. Kahlan had hoped it would be Jagang first through, but 
she had been pretty sure it would be a Sister, so she had aimed 
accordingly. The blade had flown true, and plunged right through 
Sister Cecilia’s heart. 

The Sister went down hard. Kahlan turned and ran with all her 
strength. Just as she had turned, she had seen the others fall over the 
body of Sister Cecilia. 

Kahlan ran as she had never run before. She took the first corner to 
the left. She didn’t know which turns Jillian had taken, but she didn’t 
see her. The girl was gone. 

A flush of pure exhilaration washed through Kahlan, filling her very 
soul with the thrill of success. It had worked. She had kept her 
promise to Jillian, and to herself. She had at least beaten them in this 
much of it. 

She was giddy with the victory even as she ran like a madwoman. 
She had not only killed the two guards but taken out Sister Cecilia. 
Images of the pain that woman had given her, and the satisfaction she 


had derived from it, flashed through Kahlan’s mind, and she savored 
her vengeance. 

Now that it had worked, and Jillian was away, terror flooded up 
through her. She knew she wouldn’t get away. All she could do was 
run, taking random turns, and wait for the end. 

It came with a sudden shock of pain she thought must be something 
like what the two men had felt. 

She knew she hit the ground, but she didn’t really feel it. 

And then it felt as if the entire ceiling and dead city above all caved 
in on top of her. 

The world went as black as a grave. 


Chapter 40 

Richard was winded by the time he had finally crested the rise. It 
wasn’t just that he was out of breath, though; he was out of strength 
as well. He knew that he hadn’t taken the time to eat as much as he 
should have along the way, and now he was paying the price for it. 
His legs felt like lead. His stomach ached with hunger. He felt weak 
and just wanted to lie down, but he couldn’t, not now, not when he 
was this close. Not when there was so much at stake. 

He’d eaten some pine nuts and a few handfuls of huckleberries he’d 
come across as he went along, but he hadn’t gone out of his way to 
collect any more. He just hadn’t wanted to take the time. 

At least he had his pack with him, so the night before he had been 
able to set out a fishing line in a small lake just at sunset. He then 
collected an armload of dry wood and started a fire with a flint and 
steel. By the time the fire was hot he had three trout on his setline. He 
had been so hungry that he’d been tempted to eat them raw, but fish 
cooked quickly, so he waited. 

Not wanting to stop any longer than necessary, he’d gotten little 
sleep on the short journey from the sliph. He reasoned that the sooner 
he got his hands on the book that Baraccus had left for him, the better 
off he would be. The book had already been waiting there for him for 
three thousand years. He didn’t want it to wait another night. He 
thought about how, if he had been smart enough to find the book 
sooner, he might have avoided the problems he now faced. He was 
hoping that it could somehow help him in finding Kahlan, maybe even 
help him find a way to reverse the tainted Chainfire spell. 

He’d reasoned that the best plan would be to recover the book as 
soon as possible; then he could do some reading while he took the 
time to eat. He would worry then about sleeping and getting back to 
the Keep. 

The Keep was a long way off. He didn’t know exactly where he was, 
except that he was a good distance south of Agaden Reach in what 
appeared to be an uninhabited area either near or in the wilds, so he 
was concerned about how he was going to find some horses. One 
problem at a time, he reminded himself, one problem at a time. 

As difficult as it had been to undertake the climb up the steep, rocky 
rise in the dark, he couldn’t bring himself to stop when he knew that 
he was close. Besides, if he wanted to see the night wisps, it could 
only be at night, so he didn’t want to wait until morning to make the 
climb and then have to wait around all the next day for it to get dark 
again. 

Finally reaching the top, Richard scanned the area to get his 
bearings. Above the edge of the steep slope the ground leveled off into 


a sparsely wooded oak grove. The breeze from earlier in the day had 
died hours ago, at sunset, and it was now dead calm. The silence felt 
like an oppressive weight lying over him. For some reason, the typical 
night sounds of small animals, insects, and such that were common in 
the lowlands stretching out endlessly behind him were silent up at the 
top of the long climb. 

In the moonlight, Richard immediately noticed that there was 
something wrong with the trees. It looked as if they were all dead. The 
fat, squat trunks were twisted and gnarled. The bark had started to 
come away in ragged strips. The bent and distorted branches looked 
like claws reaching out to snatch anyone who dared enter the place. 

Richard had been focused at the trek and the climb, but he suddenly 
switched to being on guard, his attention riveted as he listened for any 
sound in the eerie silence. He moved carefully beneath the trees, 
trying to make as little noise as possible. It was difficult, though, since 
the ground was littered with dry sticks and leaves. The branches 
looming overhead cast grotesque shadows in the moonlight, and the 
air had a chill to it that ran a shiver up his back. 

With the next step, something underfoot broke with an odd, bony 
pop. In all the years he’d spent in the woods, Richard had never heard 
a sound like that. 

He froze in place, listening, waiting. His mind raced as he went over 
the memory of the sound, trying to come up with its cause. Try as he 
might, he couldn’t place it. When he heard nothing more, and saw 
nothing move, he carefully backed up, lifting his foot off whatever it 
was that had broken. 

After checking in every direction, appraising every shadow, he 
squatted down to see what it was that he had stepped on. Whatever it 
was, it was covered in leaves. He cautiously pushed the decaying 
leaves aside. 

There, half-buried in the forest loam, dark with age, was a broken 
human skull staring up at him. The weight of his foot had broken in 
the rounded top of the skull. The eye sockets, which seemed to be 
watching him, were still intact. 

Richard scanned the forest floor and saw other humps under the 
leaves. He also saw something else: more skulls that weren’t buried 
beneath the forest litter. Just from where he crouched, he could see a 
good half-dozen skulls lying at least partially atop leaves, and even 
more rounded shapes below them. Beneath the leaves he found the 
rest of the bones that belonged to the skull he had stepped on. 

He stood slowly and began moving again, scrutinizing the ground, 
the fat, twisted tree trunks, as well as the limbs overhead as he went. 
He saw no one and heard nothing. 

Now that he knew what he was looking for, he was able to spot 


skulls seemingly everywhere. He stopped counting once he’d reached 
thirty. The bones appeared scattered, not bunched together as if 
people had all died together or in groups. With a few exceptions, they 
appeared to have been individuals who had died at those particular 
places. He supposed that the bodies might have been placed there; he 
had no way of really knowing. The few exceptions were skulls close 
together, but he reasoned that might have been chance—people who 
had happened to have fallen near another body. 

Richard crouched down to inspect a number of the skulls, both 
those lying exposed and those buried beneath the litter. His initial 
thought was that it was possibly the site of a battle, but as near as he 
could tell in the moonlight these people had not died at the same 
time. There were some bones that were sound, while others were 
moldering away. Some appeared so ancient that they fell apart when 
he touched them. The place was like a graveyard, but with all of the 
bodies above ground, rather than being buried. 

The other thing that he noticed was that no predators looked to 
have disturbed the dead. Richard had come across remains in the 
woods when he had been a guide. Animals always got at the dead, 
human or otherwise. It looked as if each one of these bodies, though, 
had rotted away over time, leaving the bones lying in the exact same 
position in which the person had fallen—on their sides, or with arms 
sprawled, or facedown. None had been laid out as if in burial, with 
arms neatly crossed on their chests, or at their sides. They looked 
simply to have fallen dead. It still might not have seemed quite so 
peculiar except that not one of the corpses looked to have been 
touched by any predator. 

As Richard walked endlessly through the oak grove, he wondered if 
it would ever end. On a moonless, cloudy night, or even a cloudy day 
for that matter, it was the kind of place where it would have been 
easy to get lost. Everything looked the same. The trees were spaced 
evenly, and there was nothing to indicate if he was going in the right 
direction, except the moon and stars. 

For what seemed like half the night, Richard moved ever onward 
through the forest of the dead. He was sure that he had followed the 
directions the sliph had given him. The sliph, however, had no way to 
know exactly what he would find; she had only been given directions 
from Baraccus, and that had been three thousand years before. The 
landscape could have changed a great deal since the time of Baraccus. 
The bones, though, didn’t look to be anywhere near that old. Of 
course, it could be that lying in the oak grove there were bones 
thousands of years old, but by now those would have all crumbled to 
dust. 

As Richard continued on, the woods began growing murkier, until 


he found himself entering the black shadows of a dark forest of 
immense pines, their trunks standing close together and each nearly as 
big as his house back in the Hartland woods had been. It was like 
encountering a wall of mountains that rose up into the sky. The 
trunks, like pillars, were clear of branches until somewhere up out of 
sight. But those branches completely closed off the sky and left the 
forest floor below a dark and confusing maze among the massive 
trunks. 

Richard paused, considering how he would keep to a direction in 
the pitch blackness that lay ahead while being unable to move in 
anything resembling a straight line. 

That was when he heard the whispers. 

He cocked his head, listening, trying to make out the words. He 
couldn’t, so he carefully stepped deeper into the gloom, letting his 
eyes adjust to the darkness before taking a few more steps. Before long 
he began to be able to make out the shapes of the trees ahead, so he 
moved forward, ever deeper into the close canyons among the trunks 
of the monumental pines. 

“Go back,” came a whisper. 

“Who’s there?” he whispered back. 

“Go back,” said a faint little voice, “or stay forever with the bones 
of those who have come before you.” 

“Tve come to speak with the night wisps,” Richard said. 

“Then you have come for nothing. Go, now,” the voice repeated 
with more strength. 

Richard tried to lay the sound of the words over his memory of 
what a wisp sounded like. While it wasn’t the same, it did have 
qualities in common. 

“Please come forward so that I may talk with you.” 

Only silence surrounded him. Richard moved ahead a dozen paces 
into the darkness. 

“Last time warned,” came the eerie voice. “Go, now.” 

“T have come a long way. I’m not going back without speaking with 
the wisps. This is important.” 

“Not to us.” 

Richard stood with one hand on a hip as he tried to conceive of 
what to do next. He was far from clearheaded. His weariness was 
hampering his thinking. 

“Yes, this is important to you, too.” 

“How?” 

“T have come for what Baraccus left for me.” 

“So did those whose bones you have passed.” 

“Look, this is important. Your lives ultimately depend upon this as 


well. In this struggle there will be no uninvolved bystanders. All will 
be drawn into the storm.” 

“The stories you have heard about a treasure are empty lies. There 
is nothing here.” 

“Treasure? No—you don’t understand. That’s not what this is about 
at all. I think you misunderstand me. I’ve already passed the tests 
Baraccus left for me—that’s why I’m here. I’m Richard Rahl. I’m 
married to Kahlan Amnell, the Mother Confessor.” 

“We don’t know this person you speak of. Go back to her while you 
still can.” 

“No, that’s the point, I can’t. ’m trying to find her.” Frustrated, 
Richard ran his fingers back into his hair. He didn’t know how much 
time he might have to say what he needed to say, or how much he 
should leave out, if he was to convince the wisps of his true reason for 
being there—to convince i them to help him. 

“You once knew her. Magic was used against Kahlan to make 
everyone forget her. You knew her, too, but you forgot her like 
everyone else. Kahlan used to come here. In her role as the Mother 
Confessor she fought to protect the land of the night wisps and to keep 
others out. 

“She told me about the beautiful land of the night wisps. She told 
me about the open fields in ancient, remote forests. She has been 
among the wisps as they gather at twilight to dance together in the 
grasses and wildflowers. 

“She told me that she spent many a night lying on her back in the 
grass as the wisps gathered around her, speaking with her of things 
common to both of your lives: of dreams and hopes, of loves. 

“Please, the wisps knew her. She was your friend.” 

Richard saw, then, a tiny light come out from behind a tree. “Go, or 
your bones will remain out there, with the others who seek treasure, 
and no one will ever see you again or know what became of you.” 

“If I need gold I earn it. I have no interest in treasure.” 

The tiny spark of light started away. “Not all treasure is gold.” 

As it glided into the distance, the shafts of spinning light played 
over the trunks of trees it passed. 

“I knew Shar,” Richard called out. 

The light paused. It stopped spinning. 

For a moment, Richard watched as the spark of light hung there, in 
the distance, faintly illuminating the closely gathered monarchs of the 
forest standing like sentries for what lay beyond. . 

“You did not come because of the legends that there was treasure to 
be found here?” 

“No.” 


“What do you know of the name you spoke?” 

“T was with Shar after she went through the boundary. Shar crossed 
that boundary to help stop the threat from Darken Rahl. Shar crossed 
the boundary to help in the effort to find me so that I, too, could help 
in that struggle. Before she died, Shar said that if I ever needed the 
help of the night wisps, then I should say her name and they would 
help me, for no enemy may know it.” 

Richard pointed back toward the grove of dead oaks, where the 
forgotten, moldering remains reposed. “I have a feeling that none of 
the people whose bones lie back there knew her name, or the name of 
any wisp.” 

The light slowly returned through the trees, finally coming to a stop 
not far from him. He could feel the softly glowing shafts of light 
gliding over the contours of his face. They almost felt like the faint 
touch of a spider’s web. 

Richard took a small step closer. “I spoke with Shar before she died. 
She said that she could not live away from those of her kind any 
longer, and she did not have the strength to return to her home place. 

“She gave me my first test from Baraccus. She said that she believed 
in me, believed that I had inside me what it takes to prevail. It was a 
message from him. She asked me about secrets.” 

The tiny light turned a warm, rosy color as it spun in silence for a 
moment. 

“And you passed her test?” 

“No,” Richard admitted. “It was too soon for me to understand it all. 
Later, I finally came to understand. The sliph said that I have now 
passed the test that Baraccus left for me.” 

“What is your name?” 

“I grew up named Richard Cypher. Since then I’ve come to learn 
that I am Richard Rahl. I have been called by other names as well: the 
Seeker; the one born true; the bringer of death; Richard with the 
Temper; the Pebble in the Pond; and Caharin. Does one of those names 
mean anything to you?” 

“Does the name Ghazi mean anything to you?” 

“Ghazi?” Richard thought a moment. “No. Should it?” 

“It means ‘fire.’ Ghazi was given that name by prophecy. If you 
were the one, you would know that name, too.” 

“Pm sorry, but I don’t. I don’t know why, but I can tell you that I 
don’t hold much with prophecy.” 

“T am very sorry, but misery has come to this land. The wisps are in 
a time of suffering. We cannot help you. You should go now.” 

The wisp began leaving again, spinning as it floated off into the 
towering trees. 


Richard took a step forward. “Shar said that if I needed the help of 
the wisps, they would help me! I need your help!” 

The little point of light paused again. Richard got the distinct 
impression by the way it hovered motionless that it was considering 
something. After a moment, it slowly began rotating, casting off 
shimmering beams of light. It came partway back. 

The wisp then spoke a name that Richard had not heard spoken 
aloud in many years. 

His blood turned to ice. 

“And does this name mean anything to you?” the wisp asked. 

“How do you know my mother’s name?” Richard whispered. 

The wisp slowly drew closer. “Many, many seasons ago, Ghazi went 
through a dark boundary to find her, to help her, to tell her of her son, 
to tell her many things she needed to know, many things her son 
would need to know. Ghazi never returned.” 

Richard stared, his eyes wide. “What do the wisps do in the day? 
When it’s light?” 

The wisp, like nothing more than a glowing silver ember, slowly 
spun, throwing shafts of light across Richard’s face. “We go where it is 
dark. We do not like being in the light.” 

“Does fire hurt you?” 

The shafts of light dimmed. “Fire can kill us.” 

“Dear spirits...” Richard whispered. 

The wisp came closer, the shimmering light brightening... again, as 
it seemed to study his face. “What is it?” 

“What was the prophecy about Ghazi?” Richard asked. 

The slowly spinning light paused. “The prophecy was about Ghazi’s 
death. It said he would die in fire.” 

Richard’s eyes closed for a moment. “Many seasons ago, when I was 
but a boy, my mother died in a fire.” 

The wisp remained silent. 

“Pm sorry,” Richard said in a small voice as Shota’s words rang 
through his head. “I think Ghazi died in my home. Our house caught 
on fire. After my mother brought my brother and me safely out, she 
went back in for something—we never knew what. She was probably 
overcome by the smoke. She never came out. I never saw her again. 
She died in the blaze. 

“T think she went back for Ghazi. I think my mother and Ghazi died 
together in that fire, without him ever completing his purpose.” 

The wisp seemed to watch him for a time. “I am sorry for what 
happened to your mother. After all this time, tears still come to you.” 

Richard had run out of words and could only nod. 

The wisp again started spinning faster. “The name Richard Cypher 


is the name we know you as. Come, Richard Cypher, and we will tell 
you what Ghazi went to tell your mother.” 


Chapter 41 


Richard followed the sparkling point of light into the ancient stand 
of timber, a place of quiet and peace. He had never seen trees this big. 
It struck him as odd that creatures so tiny would live among trees so 
big. 

It seemed like they walked for hours, though Richard knew that it 
only felt that way because he was so drained. When they at last 
emerged from the trees into a vast clearing, Richard could hardly 
believe his eyes. It was just as Kahlan had described it. The grassy 
meadow sparkled with hundreds of night wisps gliding among the tall 
blades of grasses and wild-flowers. The swath of stars above, through 
the gap in the towering pines, seemed lifeless and dead compared 
with the stars in the grass. 

It was a beautiful sight, but it brought pain into Richard’s heart 
because it reminded him of Kahlan, of the first day he had met her, 
when she had introduced him to Shar, of the time she’d told him 
about the wisps. Kahlan and the wisps were forever linked in his 
mind. 

And now, after all this time, he knew that it was a night wisp that 
his mother had run back into the burning house to save. She had not 
died alone. 

All because a man thousands of years before had gone to the 
Temple of the Winds and done something that would result in Richard 
being born with both sides of the gift, both sides that the sliph said he 
no longer had. 

As Richard stepped into the grass, some of the night wisps came 
closer, curious to see the stranger among them. The wisps flashed 
brighter and dimmer, as if in conversation among themselves. 

“What are you called?” Richard asked the wisp who had escorted 
him. 

“I am Tam.” 

Richard watched wisps gliding closer, rising up the length of him, 
before shooting away. 

“Our numbers dwindle,” Tarn said. “Such a thing has never 
happened before. It is a time of suffering for us. We don’t know the 
cause.” 

“The cause is in part why I am here,” Richard told him. “I’m hoping 
to find help so that I can stop what is causing this sickness among the 
wisps. If I don’t succeed, you will all vanish from the world.” 

Tarn considered in silence for a time. Others who had heard 
Richard’s words drifted away, sinking into the dark places in the grass, 
as if seeking a quiet place to weep. Some, though, came closer. 

“Many here knew Ghazi,” Tarn said. “They miss him. Can you tell 


us any of what he said before his life was gone? The way you have 
spoken of Shar’s words?” 

“Pm sorry, Tam, but I never saw Ghazi. I never knew that he had 
come to see my mother. Ghazi and my mother must have died before 
he had a chance to tell us anything of his reason for being there.” 

Richard wondered if that had been the reason for the fire. 

Many of the wisps dimmed, as if in disappointment that he could 
tell them none of Ghazi’s last words. 

Richard remembered his purpose and turned to his guide. 

“Please, Tam, I have come for an important reason that, as I said, 
may in the end help the wisps with what they suffer. I have come 
because Baraccus left something here for me. His library is here. He 
sent his wife with a book for me.” 

“Magda,” one of the nearby wisps said. He wasn’t sure which one 
was speaking, but it sounded decidedly more feminine than Tam. 

“That’s right.” 

“This was long before our time,” she said, “but the words of 
Baraccus have been passed down to us. We still hold the secrets he 
asked us to keep. I am Jass. Come. Tam and I will show you.” 

Tam and Jass led Richard off through the silky grass, toward the 
towering trees to his left. Among the trees, away from the open 
meadow, it was again like descending into a dark world. Only the two 
wisps gave him enough light to see his way. 

“How far?” Richard asked. 

“Not far,” said Jass. 

“It is a place within our realm,” said Tam, “a place where we can 
watch over and protect it. Over the millennia the seed of stories 
planted in the fertile soil of bits and scraps of facts was watered by 
wishes and began to take root and grow. Eventually, a bountiful fruit 
of rumors burst forth, to be spread on the wind of whispers that said 
we hid a fabled hoard of gold. Nothing could convince the believers 
that it was not true. The truth does not glitter for these people like 
gold does. Their dream of reaping unearned wealth was so strong for 
them that they would rather sacrifice everything truly precious to 
them than accept the truth that it was an empty belief.” 

“What we hide is not a treasure,” Jass said, “but a promise made by 
our ancestors.” 

“It is a treasure, of a sort,” Richard told them. “To the right person, 
anyway.” 

What seemed not far to them seemed quite far to Richard. It was 
getting ever more exhausting for him to put one leg in front of the 
other. His stomach growled with hunger as they moved through the 
silent wood. 


It had to be somewhere deep in the middle of the night when the 
trees opened up and Richard could see at last, illuminated by the 
silvered moonlight, a valley spread out far below. Lush forests 
carpeted the bowl of the valley, with the mat of trees ascending the 
slopes of mountain close in on each side. The place where he stood 
overlooking the length of the valley was not only a commanding spot, 
but a place with hauntingly beautiful views of the things that Richard 
had always loved. He ached to be able to explore such a place, to be 
down in those woods... but to be there with Kahlan. Without her, 
beauty was only a word. Without Kahlan smiling at him, the world 
was empty and dead. 

“This is the place of the library that Master Baraccus left with us for 
safekeeping,” Tarn said. 

Richard looked around. He saw only ferns, some vines trailing down 
from the darkness above, and the massive trunks of the pines standing 
with him at the rim of the overlook. 

“Where?” he asked. “I don’t see a building anywhere.” 

“Here,” Jass said as she drifted down to a small boulder, coming to 
rest atop it. “Under here is the library.” 

Richard scratched his scalp. It seemed an odd place for a library. 
But then he recalled finding the entrance to the library in Caska under 
a gravestone. In light of that, this made more sense. A building might 
have long ago been discovered and raided. 

He bent and put his shoulder against the rock, in a curved niche 
that wasn’t sharp. He was sure that he wasn’t strong enough to move 
such a huge slab of stone, but he put all his weight against the stone 
socket anyway. With great effort it slowly began to pivot to the side. 

The wisps came close, looking with Richard at what lay below. The 
stone had rested on a small, carefully smoothed lip. There was no 
hole, no stairway down into the ground within that lip. 

Richard knelt and dug at what was under the rock, inside the stone 
lip. It was soft, and dry. 

“This is just sand.” 

“Yes,” Jass said. “When Magda came, she followed her husband’s 
instructions, using magic, and filled what was below.” 

Richard was incredulous. “With sand?” 

“Yes,” Jass said. 

“How much sand?” Richard asked. He wasn’t looking forward to 
digging out a sand-filled hole, no matter how small it turned out to be. 

“You see that small river down in the valley?” Jass asked. 

Richard squinted in the dim moonlight. He saw the sparkling 
reflections off the water wandering among sandbars. 

“Yes, I see it.” 


“The words passed down to us,” Jass said, “say that Magda brought 
with her a powerful spell from Baraccus. She used it to create a 
whirlwind that drew the sand up from the riverbanks, and funneled it 
into this hole, here, filling up the place below to protect it.” 

“Protect it?” Richard asked. “From what?” 

“From any who might make it this far. This sand is meant to foil 
anyone . who might come for what is down there.” 

“Well, I suppose that if there was enough sand that would certainly 
slow them down.” Richard looked over suspiciously at the two wisps 
spinning slowly in the moonlight. “How much sand is down there, 
anyway?” 

Tam floated out past the edge of the drop-off. “You see that ledge 
down there?” 

Richard carefully leaned over the edge of the cliff and looked. It had 
to be several hundred feet down to the narrow stone shelf. 

“T see it.” 

“That is how far down the rooms of the library are to be found.” 

“The rooms of the library are buried under all this sand—down 
there, at the bottom?” 

“Yes,” Tam said. 

Richard was dumbfounded. There had to be a palace-worth of sand. 

“How am I to dig such a thing out? It would take forever to 
accomplish such a thing.” 

Tarn returned, coming close to his face. “Maybe. But Baraccus said 
that if you were the one, you would know what to do.” 

“If Pm the one?” Richard felt the weight of discouragement, like a 
mountain of sand on top of him. “Why do I always have to be the 
one?” 

Tarn spun for a moment. “That is not for us to say.” 

Richard groaned with the disappointment of being so close but so 
far. “If I’m the one, then why couldn’t he just leave a message for me 
so that I would know what to do?” 

Tarn and Jass were silent for a moment, as if thinking. 

“Well, there was one other thing passed down,” Jass finally said. 

“What would that be?” 

“Baraccus said that the wisps would have to guard this for ages and 
ages, but when the sands of time had finally run out, the one who was 
meant to have the book would be here and take it with him.” Jass 
spun closer. “Does that help, Richard Cypher?” 

Richard wiped a hand across his face. Why couldn’t Baraccus simply 
tell him how to recover Secrets of a War Wizard’s Power! Maybe 
Baraccus thought that the man who was meant to have the book must 
already have mastered his power to the point where this would 


present no obstacle. Maybe he thought that Richard should know how 
to spin a magical whirlwind and suck out the sand. If that was so, then 
Richard was not the one. Not only did he not know how to use his 
power but, since being in the sliph, he no longer had his gift. 

As far as Richard was concerned, the sands of time had already run 
out for him. The Sisters of the Dark had put the boxes of Orden in 
play; the chimes had contaminated the world of life, beginning the 
destruction of magic, which was probably the great misery the wisps 
were suffering; and the army of the Imperial Order was rampaging 
unchecked through the New World. But worst of all for him, 
personally, Kahlan had been abducted, was under the influence of the 
Chainfire spell, and desperately needed his help. 

And here he stood, waiting for the sands of time to run out. 

Richard took his hand away from his face as he frowned. He leaned 
out over the edge of the cliff, looking down at the ledge far below. 
The sands of time. 

He looked to the left side and studied the rock. He didn’t see 
anything he could use there, but on the right he thought he saw a way 
to use the rocks to climb down. He swung his pack off his back and set 
it on the ground while he dug out his camp shovel and hastily 
assembled it. 

“ ‘When the sands of time had finally run out, the one who was 
meant to have the book would be here and take it with him,’ “ he 
quoted. “Isn’t that what you said?” 

“Yes,” Jass said, “That is what we were told.” 

Richard gazed out over the cliff again. “I have to go down there, to 
that ledge,” he told the wisps. 

“We will come and light the way,” Tarn said. 

Richard wasted no time climbing down the side of the rock 
precipice. It turned out to be just as difficult as he had judged it would 
be, but it didn’t take long and he was soon standing on the narrow 
shelf far below the top where he had pivoted the boulder out of the 
way. 

He searched around, picking at the face of the rock wall, until he 
found what he was looking for. He immediately started digging, 
chipping, and prying out rocks that had been so tightly jammed in 
that it was hard to tell for sure in the poor light of the moon and two 
wisps if it really was what he thought it was. When rock began 
coming out, his confidence level rose. The more rock fragments he 
pulled out, the easier it was to get out more. 

He had to work carefully to free some of the larger stones; one 
wrong step and he could slip and fall off the narrow ledge. Some of 
the boulders back in the growing hole were larger than he could have 


lifted, so he had to roll and walk them out of the ever-expanding 
opening. Fortunately, he was able to loosen the rock beneath most of 
them and then roll them out. He stood to the side on the narrow ledge 
and let the rocks and boulders tumble out past him. He watched them 
sail out into the night air, falling soundlessly until they finally crashed 
down into the forest far below. 

Suddenly, when the shovel broke through to something soft, the rest 
of the rock plug began to let go with a grating sound and abruptly 
burst out in a cascade of fragments. Richard had to duck out of the 
way. With a rumbling roar, the sand followed in a column pouring far 
out into space before beginning to arc downward. 

Richard stood with his back pressed against the rock wall, his heart 
pounding from the surprise of the sudden explosive clearing of the 
opening into the hollow interior of the cliff. The two wisps spun as 
they watched the amazing sight. One of them, Richard wasn’t sure 
which one, followed the column of sand out and down for a ways 
before returning. 

It seemed to go on forever, but the last of the sand finally dwindled 
away as it poured out of the hole, leaving only small amounts to 
drizzle out in fits. 

Richard wasted no time climbing into the hole. “Come on,” he 
called back to the wisps. “I need light.” 

The two wisps obliged, passing over the tops of his shoulders to 
enter first. Once past him they lit the chamber beyond. Richard stood 
up inside, brushing himself off as he gazed around at shelves filled 
with books. It was astounding to think that he was the first person 
who had stood in this place since Magda Searus, the woman who 
would become the first Confessor. 

That reminded him of Kahlan, and his need to find her, so he 
immediately started looking around. It appeared a rather simple 
library, with a doorway at the far side that he could see led deeper 
into the interior of the cliff. He saw shadows of doorways, and circular 
stairs. Despite the sand pouring out of the hole, there was still a lot of 
sand covering everything. It would take some time to clean the place 
and really tell what was there. 

To the right, though, on a stone pedestal against a blank stone wall, 
sat a book all by itself. Richard lifted it off the stand and blew the 
sand and dust off of it. 

On the cover it said Secrets of a War Wizard’s Power. 

His fingers gently glided over the gilt letters on the cover as he 
again read the words meant for him. 

It was an awe-inspiring feeling to realize that a war wizard, First 
Wizard Baraccus himself, had made this very book for the person who 


would be born with the power that he saw to it would be released 
from the Temple of the Winds. Richard had at last found the treasure 
that Baraccus had left for him. 

A night wisp hovered over each shoulder, watching him as he 
reverently stared at the book that would finally answer his questions, 
that would finally help him master his gift. 

Finally, his heart pounding, Richard opened the cover to see what 
Baraccus wanted him to know. 

The first page was blank. 

Richard turned over more pages, but they were all blank. He 
thumbed through the entire book and, other than the words on the 
cover, he found that the entire book was completely blank. 

Richard squeezed his temples between the fingers and thumb of one 
hand. He thought he might be sick. 

“Can either of you see anything on the pages?” 

“No,” Jass said. “Sorry.” 

“T see no marks of writing at all,” Tarn added. 

Richard realized, then, what the problem was. His heart sank. 

Secrets of a War Wizard’s Power was an instruction book on the use 
of a specific form of the gift. The book involved magic. For some 
reason, Richard had been cut off from his gift. Without that gift to 
assist him, whatever was written on the pages would not stay in his 
mind. He would forget the words before he could remember reading 
them. 

Just as he no longer remembered a single word of The Book of 
Counted Shadows, he could not remember the words of Secrets of a War 
Wizard’s Power long enough to remember having seen any words. 
Without the gift, it would appear blank to him. 

Until he could figure out what was wrong with his gift, he wouldn’t 
be able to read this book. 

“TIl have to take this with me,” Richard told the wisps. 

“Just as Baraccus said you would, Richard Cypher,” Tarn said. 

Richard wondered if Baraccus somehow knew this, as well. Whether 
he did or not, Richard didn’t have time to ponder it. He climbed back 
out of the hole and up the rock face of the cliff. 

He noticed that the rock jutted out over the opening into the 
library, probably so that water wouldn’t eat away at the plug over 
time or work its way inside. The sand had to be dry not only so that 
the books inside wouldn’t be ruined, but so that it would pour out. 
Richard decided that for the time being the library was relatively safe 
from rain. 

At the top of the cliff, he stored the valuable blank book away in his 
pack. He saw that inside the stone rim, where there had been sand 


before, there was now a spiral stairway down into the darkness below. 
To make sure that no one discovered the library, he struggled mightily 
against the boulder until he managed to pivot it into place. 

Panting from the exertion, he swung his pack up onto his back. His 
mind was racing with a thousand different thoughts. On the way back 
through the dark wood, Richard spoke little to the wisps, other than to 
thank them for their help. 

Once they had reached the meadow again, he gazed out over the 
sight of all the night wisps gliding through the grass and wildflowers, 
some spinning in an intricate dance as they moved together in pairs. 
He wondered how many more wisps there had been when Kahlan had 
been here. 

Richard missed Kahlan so much that it brought a lump to his throat. 
She was his world. The whole world, in so many ways, seemed to be 
slipping away. 

“I have to go,” he told Tam and Jass. “I hope to use what I found 
here to help stop the suffering of the wisps, and others.” 

“You will come back?” Jass asked. 

Thinking briefly about the hidden library, Richard nodded. “Yes. 
And I hope to bring Kahlan with me, and that by then you will 
remember her. I know she will be overjoyed to see you all again.” 

“When we remember her,” Jass said, “then we will be filled with 
joy, too.” 

Unwilling to test his voice again, Richard nodded and then started 
out. 

Tam escorted him through the ancient forest, helping him find the 
way. At the edge of the ancient trees, the wisp came to a halt. _ 
“Baraccus was wise to choose you, Richard Cypher. I believe that you 
have it in you to succeed. I wish you well.” 

Richard smiled sadly. He wished he was as sure. He no longer had 
access to the gift within him—if it was still even there—and he had no 
idea how he would succeed. Maybe Zedd could help. 

“Thank you, Tam. You and the wisps have been good protectors of 
those things Baraccus left with you. I will do my best to protect you, 
and the other innocents who are in so much danger.” 

“Tf you fail, Richard Cypher, I know that it will not be from lack of 
effort on your part. If you ever need our help again, as Shar told you, 
say one of our names and we will try to help you.” 

Richard nodded and started away, turning once to wave. The wisp 
spun a rose color for a moment and then vanished back into the trees. 
He suddenly felt awfully forlorn by the light of the moon alone. 

The dead oaks seemed to go on forever. He plodded along in a 
numb daze. He needed to get some food and rest, but he wanted to get 


out of the strange wood and back down into the forest first. He saw 
bones among the roots of the oaks, as if the trees were trying to gather 
in the dead to hug them to their bosoms. 

Somewhere in the dead wood, after walking endlessly, absorbed in 
his troubled thoughts, Richard felt a sudden chill to the air that made 
him shudder and gasp the sharp cold into his lungs. 

It felt as if he had walked into the fangs of winter. 

When he looked up, he spotted what at first looked like an upright 
shadow among the skulls. When he saw at last what it really was, 
another shudder shivered up his spine. 

It was a tall woman with black, wiry hair. She wore inky black 
robes. Her skin was as pale as the moon, making her gaunt face seem 
to float in the darkness. Her desiccated flesh was stretched tight over 
her bony features, the way he imagined the dead would have looked 
for a time as they lay lifeless in this forsaken forest, waiting for the 
worms to do their work. 

Her thin, menacing smile marked her unmistakably as the sort to 
leave the bones of used-up people to rot in just such a place, among 
the moldering dead. 

Richard felt so cold he couldn’t move. He realized that he was 
shivering, but he couldn’t seem to make himself stop. He couldn’t feel 
his fingers or toes. He wanted to move, to run, but he couldn’t force 
his legs to move. 

He had no gift to summon. He had no sword to draw. 

He felt helpless in the beguiling gaze of her blanched blue eyes. 

Richard wondered if his lifeless remains would end up discarded in 
this desolate place to rot, forgotten, along with all the other 
anonymous bones of those who had come with lofty dreams. 

The woman’s arms swept up, like a raven’s wings lifting, and the 
night swallowed him. 


Chapter 42 

Kahlan ever so gradually became aware of the bewildering drone of 
voices, both near and far. She was so dazed, though, that she wasn’t 
sure if it was real or if she was only imagining it. She knew that some 
of the thoughts streaming endlessly through her mind had to be her 
imagination, despite how real they seemed. She knew that she wasn’t 
one moment in a flowered field among the stars, the next moment in 
the middle of a pitched battle with desiccated corpses atop horseback, 
and the next instant flying through the clouds atop a red dragon’s 
back. It all seemed real, but she knew that it couldn’t be. 

After all, there weren’t any such things as dragons. That was only 
myth. 

But if it really was voices that she was hearing, she couldn’t 
understand the words. They came to her more as disembodied, raw 
sounds, each tonal pulse resonating painfully with something deep 
inside her. 

What she was sure of was that her head throbbed in a slow rhythm 
and each time the agonizing beat squeezed, it felt as if her skull would 
split open from the pressure. As each intermittent cycle subsided, 
nausea oozed up inside her, only to be forced back into relative 
insignificance once again by the next, overwhelmingly torturous 
compression. 

Try as she might to open her eyes, Kahlan couldn’t lift her heavy 
lids. It would have taken more strength than she could call forth right 
then. Besides, she feared that there might be light, and she was sure 
that light would hurt like long needles stabbing into her defenseless 
eyes. 

It felt as if some unknown, thick pressure were suspending her, 
keeping her immobile, while a hidden force tortured her under the 
throbbing pressure. Trying desperately to escape the grip of it, she 
attempted to bend her arms, but they were too stiff. She tried to move 
her legs, or even to lift a knee, but her legs were tightly encased in the 
cocooning, dense darkness. 

A sound, possibly a harsh word, startled her, bringing her closer to 
the brink of wakening awareness, lifting her up through the numb 
confusion toward the world of life. This time she was sure that the 
sounds were voices. She began to be able to make out the occasional 
word. 

She mentally seized those words like a lifeline and used them to 
help pull herself up out of the dark dregs of unconsciousness. She 
breathed evenly, concentrating on the words, forcing the throbbing to 
the background as she listened carefully for each word, trying to 
string them together into meaningful concepts. She recognized 


women’s voices, and a man’s voice. A surly man. 

The pain of being awake, though, was even more debilitating than 
the dreamlike suffering she had felt while unconscious. Reality had a 
way of adding an agonizing dimension to the pain, an inescapable 
misery, a relentless torment throbbing through her body. 

In an effort to get her mind off the pain she was in, Kahlan opened 
her eyes just enough to peek out and take a careful look around. She 
was inside some kind of structure. It looked something like a tent 
made of a pale tan canvas, but if it really was a tent it was much 
larger than any tent she remembered ever seeing before. Rich carpets 
hung to one side, looking to serve the purpose of double doors. 

She was lying on thick furs that were atop something slightly 
elevated rather than being spread out on the floor. In the hot, muggy 
air the furs were making her sweat. At least she wasn’t covered with 
blankets. She thought that maybe she had been placed there to keep 
her out from underfoot. There was a chair, with a carved back, 
opposite where she lay, but no one sat in it. 

Several lamps were set around the room on chests while others 
hung from chains. They did little to chase away the gloomy 
atmosphere inside the tent, but at least the smell of the burning oil 
helped cover the heavy stench of sweat, animals, and manure. Kahlan 
was relieved that the light didn’t hurt her eyes as she’d feared it 
would. 

One of the Sisters paced in the dim light, like a phantom who 
couldn’t find her grave. 

Jumbled, muffled noises from outside drifted through the heavy 
canvas and carpeted walls of the tent. It sounded like a whole city 
surrounded the muted sanctuary. Kahlan could hear the murmured 
drone of men in the thousands along with the clop of hooves, the 
rattle of wagons, the braying of mules, and the metallic jangle of 
weapons and armor. Men in the distance shouted orders, or laughed, 
or cursed, while those closer told stories she couldn’t quite make out. 

Kahlan knew what this army was like. She had seen glimpses of it 
from afar, been through places where they had been, and had seen 
those that they’d tortured, raped, and murdered. She didn’t want to 
ever have to go out there, among such savages as she knew these men 
were. 

When she noticed Jagang glance her way, she pretended to still be 
unconscious, breathing evenly, lying perfectly still, and keeping her 
eyes almost closed. Apparently thinking she wasn’t yet awake, he let 
his gaze drift back to the pacing Sister Ulicia. 

“It can’t be that simple,” Sister Armina insisted from where she 
stood beside a table. She lifted her nose in a haughty manner. 


Kahlan could just make out the edge of a book on that table. Sister 
Armina’s extended fingers rested on the book’s leather cover. 

“Armina,” Jagang asked in a calm, almost pleasant voice, “can you 
even begin to imagine how entertaining it is for me to be in the mind 
of a troublesome Sister that I send out to the tents to be passed around 
among my men?” 

The woman paled as she backed up a step until her back met the 
tent wall. “No, Excellency.” 

“To be there, witnessing their dread? To be in their mind, seeing 
how completely helpless they are as powerful hands rip their clothes 
off and grope their bodies, as they are pushed to the bare ground, 
their legs forced open, and they are mounted by men who consider 
them of no value except as a bit of lustful entertainment? Men who 
have absolutely no sympathy for them at all, who don’t care in the 
least what suffering they inflict in their heedless pursuit of what they 
want? Can you imagine how satisfying it is for me to be there, in the 
minds of such vexatious Sisters, to be an eyewitness, so to speak, of 
their well-deserved punishment?” 

Her eyes wide in panic, Sister Armina spoke in a barely audible 
voice. “No, Excellency.” 

“Then I suggest that you stop protesting based not on what you 
think, but on what you think I want to hear. I’m not interested in your 
bootlicking. In my bed you may flatter me if you think it will gain you 
favor, which it won’t, but in this I’m only interested in the truth. Your 
obsequious arguments will not make us successful. Only the truth will. 
If you have something worthwhile to say, then say it, but stop 
interrupting Ulicia to criticize her opinion with what you think I want 
to hear, or you will again be sent out to the tents sooner rather than 
later. Do you understand ?” 

Sister Armina’s gaze dropped away. “Yes, Excellency.” 

Sister Ulicia took a settling breath as Jagang turned his attention on 
her. Her pacing came to a halt. She lifted an arm toward the book on 
the table. 

“The problem is, Excellency, there is no way for us to confirm if the 
copy inside is true or not. I know that’s what you want us to do, and 
believe me we’ve tried, but the truth is we can’t find anything that 
could settle the matter.” 

“Why not?” 

“Well, if it says ‘position the boxes facing north,’ how are we 
supposed to be able to detect if that is a true or false instruction just 
from reading it? For all we know, facing them north could be an 
accurate copy of the original manuscript, in which case not doing as it 
says would prove fatal—or it could be a corruption of the true 


direction and doing as it says would be fatal. How are we to know? 
You may wish us to be able to come to a conclusion as to the book’s 
validity just from reading it, but we have no way of doing that. I know 
you don’t want me to lie to satisfy your request. I’m serving you best 
by being truthful.” 

Jagang eyed her suspiciously. “Be careful, Ulicia, not to cross the 
line into fawning. I’m not in the mood.” 

Sister Ulicia bowed her head. “Of course, Excellency.” 

Jagang folded his husky arms across his massive chest and returned 
to the matter at hand. “So you think that for this reason the ones who 
made the copies left us this other way to tell the false from true?” 

“Yes, Excellency,” Sister Ulicia said, despite looking anxious to be 
taking a stand that she knew would not please him. Since the emperor 
could read her thoughts, he would know the truth of what she 
honestly believed. Kahlan imagined that Sister Ulicia reasoned that 
her best chance of not incurring his wrath was to be true to her belief. 
Sister Ulicia was nothing if not smart. 

“You believe that this is the real explanation, then, that it isn’t a 
mistake, but that it was calculated and deliberate.” 

“Yes, Excellency. There has to be some way to tell. Otherwise, the 
successful use of the book would only be the result of chance. The 
boxes of Orden were made as a counter...” 

She paused as she glanced briefly Kahlan’s way. Kahlan kept her 
eyes almost closed into the narrowest of slits so that the woman 
wouldn’t know she was awake. Sister Ulicia turned her attention back 
to Jagang. 

“They would have reasoned that if it ever became necessary to use 
that counter it could only be because the situation was desperate, so 
they would need very badly to know that the book was true or else 
they risked losing everything they believed in. They would, after all, 
be using the book to save everything they believed in. If the ones 
using the counter of the boxes were wrong about the copy they were 
referring to, then they stood to lose more than just their lives—they 
risked losing the world of life itself.” 

“Unless those who made the copies wanted the false copies to foil a 
greedy thief,” Jagang said. 

“But Excellency,” Sister Ulicia said, “to stop any treacherous plans, 
those in charge of the boxes would need to have a way to know the 
true copies from the false. If they didn’t leave such a method to those 
who would come after them, then they would have abandoned their 
descendants to survival by chance. Their whole reason for making the 
copies in the first place was because they were worried about the risks 
that might develop in the future with having only the original text. 


After all, the only book in existence would be subject to any number 
of threats, from fire, to water, to worms, and that isn’t even including 
the array of deliberate threats. They were trying to make sure that 
there would be an accurate copy if it ever came to be necessary to use 
the boxes and the original book was unavailable for reasons they 
might not even be able to imagine. Risking that future on chance 
would be counter to their purpose for making the copies in the first 
place. 

“Do you see what I mean? Since they made only one true copy, and 
the rest false, they were attempting to discourage the wrongful use of 
the boxes—putting another obstacle in the path of them being used— 
but at the same time, if the boxes were ever truly needed, they most 
certainly would not have wanted that call to have been answered by 
chance. They would have left those coming after them a way to 
confirm the truth. 

“Since the text inside the book is not contradictory in and of itself, 
it seems to me that those who made the copies would unquestionably 
have devised another means to determine the true from the false.” 

Jagang turned to the other Sister. “Ah, Armina has had a thought. 
Do speak up, darlin.” 

Sister Armina cleared her throat. “We are being asked to believe 
that a singular rather than a plural word served as their only 
indication of validity?” Sister Armina shook her head. “While I grant 
the general point, I believe that this is just too simple an answer, if not 
far too opaque a message. This means of telling true from false in and 
of itself becomes chance, too, unless they gave us a way to confirm it.” 

“And they have, now, haven’t they?” Sister Ulicia arched an 
eyebrow as she leaned a little toward the woman. “It’s right there, 
right in the beginning, where it tells us precisely how to detect if the 
book is true or not. It says that she must verify it. She has.” 

Armina folded her arms. “Like I said, I think that’s just too simple to 
be the answer.” 

“Tf it’s so simple, Armina, then why didn’t you see it?” Sister Ulicia 
asked. 

Kahlan closed her eyes a little more when Sister Ulicia pointed at 
her. “She found the flaw. Why did none of us see it? Only she saw it. 
Without her we probably would not have noticed it or, if we had, we 
probably would have thought that it couldn’t be important and we 
would have ignored it. She has done what the book said she must. She 
found it. She said that it means the copy is a false copy. That is 
precisely the purpose for which the book itself said she must be used. 

“Some of us may not consider that flaw complex enough to be the 
determining element, but that’s irrelevant. The fact remains that she 
must verify the veracity of this book and, because of a flaw that only 


she noticed, she claims it is a false copy. That’s what matters. We have 
to take that pronouncement as valid.” 

Considering the words of each woman, Jagang rubbed a meaty hand 
back over his bull neck as he paced before the table. He stared down 
at the book for a time, then spoke. 

“There is one way to be sure.” He glared at each Sister in turn. “We 
find the other copies and compare them. If they all, or only a few, 
have this exact same flaw in the title, then it would point to it being 
meaningless. On the other hand, if all but one has this same flaw, then 
the one that doesn’t would likely be the true copy. We can then 
compare all the versions of the text and if the one without the flawed 
title is different from all the others, we will have confirmed that it’s 
the one true copy.” 

“Excellency,” Sister Armina said with a deferential bow of her head, 
“that is an excellent idea. If we can locate the others, and this is the 
only one with this flaw, then it would prove my point that it is 
nothing but a simple, isolated mistake by an ignorant bookbinder.” 

Jagang stared at her for a moment before finally breaking eye 
contact and going to a chest to the side. He opened the top and pulled 
out a book. He tossed it on the table so that it slid across the top 
toward the two Sisters. 

Sister Armina picked it up and read the cover. Even in the dim light 
of the oil lamps, Kahlan could see the woman’s face going a deep 
shade of red. 

“The Book of Counted Shadow,” she said in an incredulous whisper. 

“Shadow?” Sister Ulicia asked, peering down over Sister Armina’s 
shoulder. “Not Shadows?” 

“No,” Jagang said. “It is The Book of Counted Shadow, the same as 
the one from Caska.” 

“But, but,” Sister Armina stammered, “I don’t understand. Where is 
this copy from?” 

A condescending smile joined his glare. “The Palace of the 
Prophets.”, 

Sister Armina’s jaw dropped in speechless shock. 

Sister Ulicia frowned. “What? That can’t be. Are you sure?” 

“Am I sure?” He grunted in derision. “Oh, yes, I’m sure. You see, 
I’ve had this book for quite some time. That is part of the reason why I 
allowed you fools to continue in your quest. I needed the same woman 
you were after in order to find out if this is a true copy or not. 

“All the time I had this book I never noticed the word ‘shadow’ in 
the title as being anything other than what it should be. I just assumed 
it said what it was supposed to say. But our unconscious friend over 
there noticed it immediately.” 


“But how could you have gotten this from the Palace of the 
Prophets?” Sister Ulicia asked. “From what we’ve learned, these copies 
were buried with bones, like in Caska, in hidden catacombs. No 
catacombs were ever discovered at the palace before it was 
destroyed.” 

Jagang smiled to himself, as if he were explaining things to 
children. “You think you are so clever, Ulicia, finding out about the 
boxes, about the book needed to open them, about the catacombs, and 
about the one person needed to verify the text of the book. But I have 
known for decades what you have only recently discovered. 

“T have been visiting minds for a very, very long time to aid our 
cause. You would be surprised at all the things I learned long ago. 
While you Sisters were engaged in palace politics, in battles for power 
on your own little island, in courting either the Creator or the Keeper, 
seeking favors in return for loyalty to one or the other, I have been 
working to unite the Old World in the cause of the Fellowship of 
Order, which is the true cause of the Creator and therefore the only 
righteous cause of mankind. 

“While you were teaching young men to be wizards, I was showing 
those same young men the true Light. Without the Sisters even being 
aware of it, many of those young wizards had already devoted 
themselves to the future salvation of mankind by becoming disciples 
of the Order. They spent decades walking the halls of the Palace of the 
Prophets, right under the noses of the Sisters, while working as 
brothers of the Fellowship of Order. And I was there in their minds as 
they read all those restricted books down in the vaults of the palace. 

“As a dream walker, I gave them direction and purpose in their 
studies. I knew what was needed. I had them search for me. As 
brothers of the Order they long ago found the secret entrance down 
into the catacombs—it was hidden under an unused and long- 
forgotten storage area in the older section of the stables. They spirited 
this book, as well as other valuable volumes, out of the catacombs, 
and then when I finally arrived at the palace after triumphantly 
unifying the Old World, they delivered them to me. I have had this 
particular copy for decades. 

“The only thing I didn’t have was a way through the great barrier so 
that I could get at both the boxes and the means of verification. But 
then, through their meddling, the Sisters obliged me by doing things 
that resulted in the destruction of that barrier. 

“Now that the Palace of the Prophets has been destroyed, I’m afraid 
that the catacombs and the books they held have been lost for all 
time, but those young men searched through most of those hidden 
volumes, and through their eyes I’ve read most of them. The palace 
and the catacombs are now gone, but not all the knowledge contained 


there has been lost. Those young men grew up to become brothers, 
many still alive and serving in our struggle. 

“When I witnessed you hatch your plan to capture the Mother 
Confessor, I realized I could use that plan to finally get my hands on 
her and use her for my purposes, so I allowed you to think you were 
accomplishing exactly what you wanted, while you were, in fact, 
accomplishing what I wanted. I now have the book, and the Mother 
Confessor that the book says must be used to confirm their validity.” 

Both Sisters could only stare. 

Kahlan’s mind spun in confusion. Mother Confessor. She was the 
Mother Confessor. 

What in the world was a Mother Confessor? 

Jagang flashed the Sisters a cunning smile. “You have been the 
perfect fools, don’t you think?” 

“Yes, Excellency,” they both conceded as one in small voices. 

“So, you see,” he went on, “we now have two copies of The Book of 
Counted Shadows, and both have the same mistake—the word ‘shadow’ 
instead of ‘shadows’ on the cover.” 

“But this is still only two,” Sister Armina said. “What if all the other 
copies have the same flaw?” 

“T don’t think that’s going to happen,” Sister Ulicia said. 

“Well, if they did, it would certainly prove something, now, 
wouldn’t it?” Jagang arched a questioning eyebrow over one dark eye. 
“I now have two, and they have the exact same error. We will need to 
have the rest to confirm the theory that one will have the title written 
correctly, as ‘shadows.’ So, as it turns out we will need to keep the 
Mother Confessor alive until we can see if she has really found the 
flaw that will verify the true copy.” 

“And if all the copies have the same flaw, Excellency?” Sister 
Armina asked. 

“Then we will have learned that the error in the title isn’t the 
method for verifying The Book of Counted Shadows. It may turn out 
that we need to give her access to the copy itself so that she can have 
a broader basis for making the verification—for making it on things 
that for now she isn’t able to see.” 

Sister Armina lifted a hand. “But Excellency, I don’t know that such 
a thing is even possible.” 

Jagang didn’t answer Armina’s concern, but instead took the book 
from her and set it beside the one on the table. “The Mother Confessor 
is still vital to us. She is the only way to verify the one, true copy. We 
can’t yet be certain that she has done that. So far she made a 
judgment on the only information available to her. For now, we need 
her alive.” 


“Yes, Excellency,” Sister Armina said. 

“T think she might be waking,” Sister Ulicia said. 

Kahlan realized that she had been listening so intently that she had 
failed to completely close her eyes when Sister Ulicia looked her way. 
The Sister came closer, peering down at her. 

Kahlan didn’t want them to know she had heard them call her by 
the title Mother Confessor. She stretched a little, as if trying to escape 
the bounds of unconsciousness while she tried to imagine what such a 
title could possibly mean. 

“Where are we?” she mumbled, feigning a groggy voice. 

“T am confident that it will soon enough become all too clear to 
you.” Sister Ulicia forcefully jabbed Kahlan’s shoulder. “Now, wake 
up.” 

“What is it? Do you wish something, Sister?” Kahlan rubbed her 
eyes with the backs of her knuckles, trying to look uncoordinated and 
dazed. “Where are we?” 

Sister Ulicia hooked a finger through the collar around Kahlan’s 
neck and jerked her upright. 

Before Sister Ulicia could say anything more, Jagang’s meaty hand 
grabbed her arm and drew her back out of his way. He was intent on 
Kahlan. His fists seized her shirt at her throat. He lifted her clear of 
the ground. 

“You killed two trusted guards,” he said through gritted teeth. “You 
killed Sister Cecilia.” His face was going red with rapidly building 
rage. His brow drew down over his dark eyes. It seemed that lightning 
might flicker in the cloudy shapes drifting through those black eyes. 
“What made you think that you could get away with killing them?” 

“I didn’t think I could get away with it,” Kahlan said as calmly as 
she could manage. As she had suspected, her calm only served to 
provoke his fury. 

He roared in unleashed anger and shook her so violently that it felt 
like it might have torn muscles in her neck. It was obvious that he was 
a man who at the slightest provocation flew into fits of uncontrollable 
rage. He was on the brink of murder. 

Kahlan didn’t want to die, but she knew that a swift death might be 
preferable to what he had promised her for later. She couldn’t really 
do anything to stop it, anyway. 

“If you didn’t think you could get away with it, then why would you 
dare to do such a thing!” 

“What difference does it make?” Kahlan asked with calm 
indifference as his fists on her shirt held her up so that her boots were 
clear of the ground. 

“What are you talking about!” 


“Well, you’ve already told me that your treatment of me will be 
terrible beyond anything I have ever experienced. I believe you; that’s 
the only way people like you can ever win—by threats and brutality. 
Because you are such a pompous fool, you made the mistake of telling 
me that I could not begin to imagine all the terrible things you intend 
to do to me. That was your big mistake.” 

“Mistake? What are you talking about?” He drew her up against his 
muscled body. “What mistake?” 

“You’ve made a tactical error, Emperor,” Kahlan said, managing to 
stress his title in a way that made it sound like a mocking insult. She 
wanted him angry, and she could see that it was working. 

Despite hanging from his white-knuckled fists, Kahlan tried to sound 
composed, even aloof. “You see, you have made it clear to me that no 
matter what I do I have nothing to lose. You’ve made it clear that you 
can’t be reasoned with. You said that you are going to do your worst 
to me. That empowers me because I am no longer bound by any hope 
for mercy from you. In revealing that I have no hope whatsoever for 
any mercy, you have given me an advantage I didn’t previously have. 

“You see, by making that mistake, you showed me that I had 
nothing to lose by killing your guards and, since I’m to be subjected to 
your worst anyway, I might as well have my revenge on Sister Cecilia. 
By making such a tactical mistake, you have shown me that you are 
not so smart after all, that you are just a brute and can be bested.” 

He relaxed his grip just enough for Kahlan to touch the toes of her 
boots to the ground so that she could gain some leverage. 

“You really are something,” he said as a slow, cunning smile 
overcame his rage. “I’m going to enjoy what I have planned for you.” 

“Tve already told you your mistake, and you repeat it? Apparently, 
you don’t learn very well, either, do you?” 

Before, when he’d pulled her up against him in a rage and had 
brought her face close to his, when his hands had been firmly 
occupied holding her in a threatening manner, Kahlan had used the 
distraction to gingerly slip his knife from the sheath on his belt. With 
two fingers she’d worked it up into her hand. He had been so angry he 
hadn’t noticed. 

Rather than get worked up into another fit of rage at her latest 
insult, he began to laugh. 

Kahlan already had his knife gripped tightly in her fist. 

Without ceremony or warning, she thrust it at him as hard as she 
could. 

Her intention had been to drive the blade up under his ribs, to cut 
open vital organs, maybe even his heart if she could get it in that far. 
The way he was holding her, though, hampered her movement just 


enough so that she missed her mark by a fraction of an inch and 
instead struck his lowest rib. The point stuck in bone. 

Before she had time to yank it back and stab him again, he seized 
her wrist and wrenched her arm over, spinning her around. Her back 
slammed against his chest. He had the knife out of her grip before she 
had a chance to do anything about it. His arm across her throat cut off 
her air as he held her against his massive muscles. His chest heaved in 
anger against her back. 

Rather than admitting defeat, and before she blacked out from lack 
of air, she used all her muscle to drive the heel of her boot into his 
shin. By his cry she knew it hurt. She struck sharply with her elbow 
directly into the fresh wound. He flinched. As her elbow rebounded 
from the blow she cocked it forward to gain momentum and then 
smashed back into his jaw. He was so big, though, so strong, that it 
didn’t have a disabling effect. It had been rather like punching a bull. 
And, like a bull, he was only enraged further. 

Looking no worse for her attack, Jagang seized a fistful of her shirt 
before she could slip out of his reach. He punched her in the middle 
hard enough to double her over and drive her breath from her lungs. 
She gasped, trying to draw a breath against the stunning pain. 

Kahlan realized that she was on her knees only when he lifted her 
by her hair and placed her back on her feet. Her knees wobbled 
unsteadily. 

Jagang was grinning. His flash of anger had been washed away by 
an unexpected, dangerous, but one-sided brawl, and an opportunity to 
inflict pain. He was beginning to enjoy the game. 

“Why don’t you just kill me?” Kahlan managed to get out as he 
stood watching her. 

“Kill you? Why would I want to kill you? Then you would just be 
dead. I want you alive so that I can make you suffer.” 

The two Sisters made no move to rein in their master. Kahlan knew 
that they would not have objected to anything he did to her. As long 
as his attention was on Kahlan, it wasn’t on them. Before he could 
strike her again, light abruptly flooded the tent, drawing his attention. 

“Excellency,” a deep voice said. It had come from the side. One of 
the big brutes held the carpet aside as he waited. The man looked 
similar to the two guards she had killed before. Kahlan supposed that 
Jagang had an endless supply of such men. 

“What is it?” 

“Were ready to strike your camp, Excellency. I am sorry for 
interrupting, but you asked to be told as soon as we were ready. You 
said that you wanted us to make haste.” 

Jagang released Kahlan’s hair. “All right, get started then.” 


He swung around unexpectedly, backhanding her across the face 
hard enough to send her tumbling across the floor. 

While she lay on the floor recovering her senses, he pressed a hand 
to the wound over his rib. He pulled the hand away to see how much 
he was bleeding. He wiped his hand on his trousers, apparently 
deciding that it was a relatively minor wound and nothing to be 
concerned about. From what Kahlan could see of him, he bore a 
number of scars, most testifying to injuries far worse than the one she 
had given him. 

“See to it that she doesn’t get any more ideas,” he told the Sisters as 
he headed for the carpet that the guard was holding aside for him. 

Kahlan felt fire race down from the collar, through her nerves all 
the way to her toes. The burning pain pulled an involuntary gasp. 

She wanted to scream in rage at having that hot pain yet again 
ripping through her. She hated the way the Sisters used the collar to 
control her. She hated the helpless agony they could put her in. 

Sister Ulicia stepped closer and stood over her. “That was a pretty 
stupid thing to do, now, wasn’t it?” 

Kahlan couldn’t answer through the stunning pain. What she would 
have told the Sister was that it wasn’t stupid at all, that it had been 
worth it. 

As long as she had breath in her lungs, she would fight them. With 
her last breath, if need be, she would fight. 


Chapter 43 

At the opening out of Emperor Jagang’s tent, Kahlan recoiled at 
seeing the army of the Imperial Order up close for the first time. 
Distance had taken off a bit of the rougher edges. Even though she 
had a pretty good sense of them, it was still an unnerving sight. 

The dense mass of men spread unbroken to the horizon. With 
everyone in motion and moving about—bending, standing, turning, 
lifting gear, joining into ranks, saddling horses, loading wagons, with 
different groups on horseback moving like waves through the mass of 
men—it looked like an endless, churning, treacherous black sea. 

There was not a single man in sight—and she could see thousands 
upon endless thousands—who looked kindly or harmless. Every single 
man looked grim and grisly, as if there was nothing he looked forward 
to in life as much as the prospect of doing violence. These men looked 
driven by the singular prospect of an unrestrained rampage. Kahlan 
feared to think of those who might find themselves in these mens’ 
path. 

As she took it all in, she began to notice that there were differences 
among the men. The closest group to the emperor were more 
disciplined, orderly, and measured in everything they did. They were 
more attentive to their weapons. All the men in closest around the 
emperor’s tents looked much the same as the two Kahlan had killed. 

Out past them were other men dressed in different kinds of 
uniforms made of chain mail and leather. They all looked to be nearly 
as big and well trained as the men closest to the emperor, but their 
primary weapons appeared to be crescent axes. Beyond were more 
encircling layers of men, including men with loaded crossbows, 
swordsmen, and ranks of pikemen forming up in close formations, 
preparing for the long march ahead. 

While each of the layers of men around the emperor were outfitted 
in their own distinctive uniforms that matched the rest of their group, 
they were all big, muscled, armored, and heavily armed with well- 
made Weapons. This was the core of the emperor’s force of the 
deadliest, the most fearsome and formidable, of his army. 

In among the inner circles were men who looked to be officers. 
Some gave orders to messengers, some gave orders to lower-ranking 
men, while others assembled in groups, making plans over maps. Yet 
others came from time to time to speak briefly with Jagang. 

Out beyond the barriers of career soldiers were the rabble who 
made up by far the largest mass of the army. The weapons carried by 
those men—swords, axes, pikes, lances, maces, clubs, and knives— 
were inelegantly made, and looked all the more deadly for it. These 
were coarse men who looked to be out for a riot. They shared one 


thing with the men in closer to the emperor: they all looked like wide- 
eyed idealists intent on enforcing their beliefs under the heel of their 
boot. Kahlan felt as if she were stranded on a treacherous island, 
surrounded by monsters in a wild sea. 

Kahlan saw something else different in among the inner circle. 
There were women. At first she hadn’t noticed them, because their 
dress was so drab that they blended in with all the men. Given the 
way these women watched everyone, she began to suspect that they 
were Sisters who served to guard the emperor. There were also men 
who were largely unarmed, but who had a look to them that in a way 
reminded Kahlan of the Sisters. They were probably gifted as well. 
None of the men or the Sisters so much as glanced Kahlan’s way. No 
one but Sister Ulicia, Sister Armina, and Jagang knew she was there. 

There were also young men who, by their simple, loose trousers and 
total lack of any weapons, appeared to be slaves taking care of the 
menial tasks. From some of the other tents in the emperor’s 
compound, Kahlan saw young women emerge to be herded into 
wagons before the tents were taken down. By the way the men openly 
stared at these women and by their scanty clothes, their purpose 
among the men of rank was obvious to Kahlan. The hollow, dead look 
in the women’s eyes told her that they must have been captives 
pressed into service as whores. 

The mob out beyond made a ceaseless, noisy ruckus, while most of 
the men in closer were silent as they went about preparations to strike 
camp. Most of the men close by had studs, rings, chains, and tattooed 
faces with unique designs that made them look not just savage, but 
deliberately less than human, as if they were rejecting a higher value 
in favor of a lower one. Their chosen purpose in life was clearly 
brutality. As, they went about their work they talked little and payed 
attention to orders shouted by officers riding through their midst. 
They worked with practiced precision as they packed gear, readied 
weapons, and saddled horses. 

The great masses of men out beyond, though, were nowhere near as 
orderly or careful. They threw together their gear in a haphazard 
fashion. As they departed they left behind mounds of refuse and 
broken plunder. They couldn’t be bothered with such concerns; their 
calling in life was bringing to task those who didn’t believe in their 
superior ways. 

At seeing Kahlan’s reaction to all the fierce men, Sister Ulicia 
gestured with a nod out to the men and then leaned a little closer to 
Kahlan. “I know how you feel.” 

Kahlan doubted it. She didn’t want to say anything because she was 
pretty sure that Jagang was in the Sister’s mind, watching for what 
Kahlan might have to say when he wasn’t around. 


“It doesn’t really matter how I feel, now, does it?” She said to the 
two Sisters watching her. “He will do what he wants to me.” She 
checked the cut on her cheek from one of Jagang’s rings. It had finally 
stopped bleeding. “He’s made that clear enough.” 

“T suppose he will,” Sister Ulicia said. 

“He will do what he wants to all of us,” Sister Armina added. “I 
can’t believe we were so foolish.” 

A group of officers returned with Jagang. Soldiers behind them 
pulled already saddled horses along with them. Other men were 
already taking chests, chairs, tables, and smaller items out of the 
emperor’s tent and loading it all into crates in the waiting wagons. As 
soon as the tent had been emptied, the lines came down, followed by 
the poles, and at last the tent itself. In a matter of moments what had 
looked like a small town of tents, with the emperor’s large tent at the 
center, was just an empty field. 

Jagang gestured for a man to hand Kahlan the reins to a horse. 
“Today you will ride with me.” 

Kahlan wondered what she would be doing the next day, but she 
didn’t ask. It sounded like he had plans for her. She couldn’t begin to 
guess at them but she feared what was in store for her. 

She stuffed a boot in a stirrup and swung up into the saddle, then 
scanned the sea of men, estimating her chances if she made a run for 
freedom. She might be able to make it past the men, because, with the 
exception of the two Sisters and Jagang, the men couldn’t remember 
her long enough to recall that they saw her. Out among those men, as 
daunting as such a thought was, she was as good as invisible. To them 
it would appear as if a riderless horse was running away, and they 
probably wouldn’t want to get trampled for no good reason. 

The Sisters, watching her carefully, mounted up as well, one to each 
side of her to make sure that she didn’t get a chance to bolt. Even if 
she was invisible to the soldiers, Kahlan knew that the Sisters could 
use the collar to drop her where she was. They didn’t need to be close, 
either; she had learned that the hard way. Her legs still ached from 
what they had done a little earlier. It was a good thing that she was to 
ride, because right then she didn’t think she would make it far on foot. 

The sea of men had already begun moving away in a dark, surging 
tide. The dawn light sparkled off millions of weapons, making the 
army look liquid. As if floating in the tightly formed raft of the 
emperor’s personal guards and retinue of Sisters, servants, and slaves, 
they began to drift out into the vast churning ocean of men moving 
north toward the horizon. 

They rode with the hot, rising sun to their right. Kahlan, between 
the Sisters, in among the emperor’s personal guards, moved along in 
the mass of men streaming northward. She had a good view of it all 


from high in her saddle. At least she didn’t have to carry the Sisters’ 
things on her back, as she had always had to do before. 

The early chatter among the soldiers soon died out with the 
monotonous effort of the march. Talking became too difficult for 
them. It wasn’t long before Kahlan was sweating in the heat. Men 
carrying heavy packs plodded onward, eyes to the ground in front of 
them. To stop would probably mean being trampled. There had to be 
a force of millions that she could see behind them, driving north with 
them. 

Throughout the day wagons, or men on horses, worked their way 
through the men, passing out food. Wagons dispersed throughout the 
army at intervals carried water. There was soon a line of men, 
marching along, waiting their turn to get some water from each of the 
wagons rolling among them. 

Near midday a small wagon arrived in the center of the emperor’s 
people. It had hot food that was passed out to all the officers. The 
Sisters passed Kahlan the same as what the rest of them were offered 
—flat bread wrapped around some kind of salty, mushy meat. It didn’t 
taste very good, but Kahlan was starving and glad to have it. 

By nightfall everyone was exhausted from the arduous march. They 
had eaten on the move and had stopped for nothing. They were 
covering more ground than she thought an army of this size capable of 
doing in a day. She felt as if she were coated with much of the ground 
they had covered. She didn’t know if she would be any happier for 
rain that would knock down the dust, because then they would have 
to contend with mud. 

Kahlan was surprised when she saw out ahead of them what looked 
like the emperor’s compound. Flags atop tents flapped in the hot wind 
as if to welcome the emperor home. She realized that the wagons with 
all the emperor’s equipment must have ridden on ahead and set up 
camp. The army was so vast and covered so much area that it took 
hours, if not days, for them all to pass the same spot, so the wagons 
would not have had to ride out ahead of the protection of the army. 
Men would merely have opened a path for them to race ahead 
through the marching men and before dark start setting up camp so 
that by the time the emperor arrived everything would be ready. 

Kahlan saw meat roasting on spits over a series of fires. The aromas 
made her stomach ache with hunger. Other fires held steaming 
cauldrons on iron cranes. Slaves scurried here and there carrying a 
variety of supplies, working at tables, turning spits, stirring what was 
in the cauldrons and adding ingredients as they prepared the evening 
meal. Platters with breads, meats, and fruits were already being 
readied. 

Jagang, riding directly in front of Kahlan, dismounted before his 


large tent. A man rushed in to take the reins. When the Sisters and 
Kahlan dismounted, more young men ran in to take their horses as 
well. The Sisters, as if directed by wordless commands, ushered 
Kahlan along with them as they followed Jagang in under the large, 
ornate hanging covering the tent’s opening that was being held aside 
by a muscled soldier without a shirt. He was slick with sweat, 
probably from the work of erecting the tents, and had a sour stink 
about him. 

Inside, it looked just like it had that morning when they had left. 
Just by looking at it, it was hard to tell that they had gone anywhere. 
The lamps were already lit. Kahlan was glad for the smell of the 
burning oil because it covered some of the stench of urine, manure, 
and sweat. There were a number of slaves inside, all rushing about the 
task of preparing the emperor’s meal being set out on the table. 

Jagang abruptly turned and seized Sister Ulicia by her hair and 
yanked her forward. She let out a small cry of pain and surprise at 
first, but quickly cut off the whimper and offered no resistance as he 
pulled her close. The slaves only briefly glanced over at Sister Ulicia’s 
cry, and then immediately went back to their work as if they saw 
nothing. 

“Why does no one else see her?” Jagang asked. 

Kahlan knew what he was talking about. 

“The spell, Excellency. The Chainfire spell.” Sister Ulicia was being 
held in an awkward and uncomfortable position, bent halfway over 
and standing off balance. “That was the whole purpose of the spell— 
so that no one would see her. It was created specifically to make a 
person appear to vanish. I think it may have been envisioned as a 
method of creating a spy who couldn’t be detected. We used the spell 
for that purpose—so we could get the boxes of Orden out of the 
People’s Palace without anyone knowing what we had done.” 

Kahlan felt as if her heart had come up into her throat at hearing 
how she had been used, at how her life and her memory had been 
stripped from her. A lump swelled in her throat at hearing the 
arrogant disregard the Sisters had for her precious life. What gave 
these women the right to steal anyone’s life in such a way? 

Only a short time ago, she had thought she was a nobody without a 
memory, a slave to the Sisters. Now, in a short time, she had found 
out that she was Kahlan Amnell, and that she was the Mother 
Confessor—whatever that was. Now she knew that she hadn’t known 
her name was Amnell, or that she was this Mother Confessor person, 
because the Sisters had spelled her. 

“That’s the way it’s supposed to work,” Jagang said. “So why did 
that innkeeper see her? Why did that little rock rat back in Caska see 
her?” 


“T, I, don’t know,” Sister Ulicia stammered. 

He jerked her a little closer. She began to reach up to grasp his 
wrists to try to keep from having her scalp torn off, but she thought 
better of trying to resist anything he did and let her arms drop to 
dangle from her stooped shoulders. 

“Let me rephrase the question so that even a stupid bitch like you 
can understand it. What did you do wrong?” 

“But Excellency—” 

“You must have done something wrong or those two would not 
have been able to see her!” Sister Ulicia trembled but didn’t answer as 
he lectured her. “You and Armina can see her because you were 
controlling the spell. I can see her because I was in your minds and so 
I was protected by the same process. But no one else should be able to 
see her. 

“Now,” he said after a pause to grit his teeth, “I will ask again. What 
did you do wrong?” 

“Excellency, we did nothing wrong. I swear.” 

Jagang crooked a finger at Armina. She meekly came forward in 
mincing steps. 

“Would you like to answer my question and tell me what you did 
wrong? Or would you also like to be sent to the tents along with 
Ulicia?” 

Sister Armina swallowed back her terror as she spread her hands. 
“Excellency, if I could spare myself by confessing, I would, but Ulicia 
is right. We did nothing wrong.” 

He turned his glare back on the Sister he had by the hair. “It seems 
pretty obvious to me that you two are wrong—the spell should make 
her invisible but others can see her. And yet you continue to stick to a 
story when that’s obviously a lie? You had to do something wrong or 
those two people would not have seen her.” 

Sister Ulicia, tears dripping from her cheeks from the pain she was 
in, tried to shake her head. “No, Excellency—it doesn’t work that 
way.” 

“What doesn’t work that way?” 

“The Chainfire spell. Once ignited, it runs its course. The spell does 
the work. It’s self-directing; we didn’t guide it or control it in any way. 
In fact, no intervention is possible during the process. It is ignited and 
then the spell runs through its predetermined routines. We don’t even 
know what those routines are. In some aspects they function similarly 
to a constructed spell. We wouldn’t dare try to tamper with any of it. 
The power unleashed in Chainfire is far more than we know how to 
regulate—and we have no way to alter such a spell even if we wanted 
to.” 


“She’s right, Excellency. We knew what it was supposed to do, what 
the result was supposed to be, but we don’t know how it works. What 
would we change? Our goal was for it to work, to do what it was 
designed to do. We had no reason to try to tamper with it, so there is 
nothing we could have done wrong.” 

“All we did was ignite it,” Sister Ulicia insisted, tears starting to 
weep through her words. “We ran the verification webs to make sure 
that everything was as it should be, and then we ignited it. The spell 
did the rest. We have no idea why those two people can see her. We 
were completely surprised by it.” 

He turned his glare on Sister Armina. “Can you fix whatever is 
wrong?” 

“We have no idea what the problem is,” Sister Armina said, “so 
there is no way we can fix it. We don’t even know for sure that there 
really is something wrong. For all we know, it could be that this is 
simply the way the spell works—that there will be a few people who, 
for some reason unknown to us, can still see her. The spell is far more 
complex than anything we’ve ever encountered before. We have no 
idea what is wrong—if there really is something wrong—or how to 
correct it.” 

“I think that maybe it was a random anomaly,” Sister Ulicia 
suggested when the silence in the tent became ominous. “Those things 
sometimes happen with magic. Small little issues that aren’t 
anticipated by the spell’s creator slip through and aren’t affected. It 
might be nothing more than that. 

“After all, the spell is thousands of years old. Those who created it 
never tested it, so there might have been unresolved issues they 
weren’t aware of.” 

Jagang did not look convinced. “There must have been something 
you did wrong.” 

“No, Excellency. Not even those ancient wizards could do anything 
with the spell once it had been ignited. After all, the magic of Orden 
was created to deal with the spell if it was ever unleashed. Nothing 
less can alter its course.” 

Kahlan’s ears perked up. She wondered why the Sisters would have 
used a spell to steal the boxes of Orden that were designed to counter 
the spell. Maybe their intent had been to make sure that no one could 
use that counter. 

Jagang finally released Sister Ulicia by tossing her to the ground 
with a grunt of disgust. Her hands covered her scalp, comforting the 
hurt. 

Emperor Jagang paced as he thought about what he’d been told. 
Seeing someone peeking into the tent, he stopped and signaled. 


Several women entered with pitchers and poured red wine in mugs set 
out on the table. Serving boys began spilling into the room carrying 
platters and trays filled with a variety of steaming-hot food. Jagang 
paced, paying the slaves little attention as they went about their work. 

When the table was finally filled, Jagang took a seat at the carved 
chair behind the table. He brooded as he watched the two Sisters. The 
slaves all silently lined up behind him, ready to do his bidding or 
bring him anything he requested. 

He finally turned his attention to dinner and dug his fingers into the 
ham. He squeezed off a fistful of the hot meat. With his other hand he 
tore long strips off the large chunk and ate them as he watched the 
Sisters and Kahlan, as if judging whether they should live or die. 

When he had finished the ham, he pulled the knife from his belt and 
used it to slice off a piece of roast beef. He stabbed the red slab of 
meat and held it up, waiting. Blood ran down the blade and down the 
length of his arm to his elbow resting on the tabletop. 

He paused and smiled up at Kahlan. “A better use for my knife than 
the use you had for it, don’t you think?” 

Kahlan considered keeping silent, but she couldn’t resist speaking. “I 
liked my use better. I only wish my aim had been true. Had it been, 
we would not be having this conversation.” 

He smiled to himself. “Maybe.” He took a gulp of wine from a mug 
before using his teeth to pull a chunk of the beef off the slab stuck on 
the knife. 

As he watched Kahlan, and while he chewed, he said, “Take off 
your clothes.” 

Kahlan blinked. “What?” 

“Take off your clothes.” He gestured with the knife. “All of them.” 

Kahlan clenched her jaw. “No. If you want them off, you will have 
to rip them off me.” 

He shrugged. “I will do that later, just for the satisfaction of it, but 
for now, take them off.” 

“Why?” 

He lifted an eyebrow. “Because I said so.” 

“No,” she repeated. 

The gaze of his nightmare eyes glided to Sister Ulicia. “Tell Kahlan 
about the torture tents.” 

“Excellency?” 

“Tell her about the extensive experience we have in convincing 
people to do as we wish. Tell her what tortures we employ.” 

Before Sister Ulicia could speak, Kahlan spoke first. “Just get on 
with it and torture me. No one is interested in hearing you gossip 
about it like an old hen. I’m sure that you’d rather make me suffer—so 


get on with it.” 

“Oh, the torture isn’t for you, darlin.” He twisted a leg off a roasted 
goose and used it to gesture to a young woman behind him. “The 
torture is for her.” 

Kahlan glanced at the suddenly panicked woman and then frowned 
at Jagang. “What?” 

He bit off some of the dark goose meat. Grease ran down his fingers. 
He sucked the grease off the rings. 

“Well,” he said as he picked at the meat hanging from the leg, 
“perhaps I should be the one to explain. You see, we have this torture 
where the inquisitor makes a small incision in a lower abdomen of the 
person in question.” He turned and poked the goose leg at the young 
woman’s belly, just below her navel. The goose leg left a greasy spot 
on her bare flesh. “Right about there. 

“Then,” he said, turning back, “the inquisitor pushes the jaws of a 
pair of tongs deep into the belly and gropes around until he is able to 
grab hold of a bit of the small intestine. It’s all quite slippery in there, 
and the person being subjected to this treatment is not just lying still 
for it, if you know what I mean, so it usually takes a bit of doing to 
snag the proper bit of their insides. Once he has it, he slowly begins to 
pull a few feet of it out. Quite an ordeal.” 

He leaned over and pulled off another strip of ham. “Now, if you 
don’t do as I say, then we are all going to go over to the torture 
tents”’—he gestured with the limp strip of ham off to his left—”and 
we're going to let one of our experienced inquisitors do that to this 
girl behind me.” 

He turned an icy look up at Kahlan. “All because you refuse to do as 
you are told. You will get to watch the whole agonizing thing. You 
will get to listen to her screams, listen to her begging for her life, 
watch her bleed, see her vital insides being drawn out of her. After the 
man has pulled a few feet free, he then begins winding it around a 
stick, like spare yarn—just to keep the mess all neat and tidy. After 
that, he will pause and look to me. 

“At that time, I will again politely ask you to do as I have 
instructed. If you again refuse, then we will slowly pull out a few 
more feet of her tender, delicate, bloody gut, winding it around the 
stick, while we all listen to her scream and cry and beg to die. This 
whole process can go on for quite a long time. It’s an excruciatingly 
slow and painful ordeal.” Jagang gave Kahlan a cheerful smile. “And 
then, near the end, you will get to see her convulse in her death.” 

Kahlan looked up at the girl. She hadn’t moved, but she had gone as 
white as the sugar mounded in the bowl to the side of the table. 

Jagang slowly chewed and then washed the mouthful down with a 


swig of wine. “After that, you can watch us throw her lifeless carcass 
on the dead cart, with other ruined bodies of people who have been 
questioned. 

“Then, I will offer Ulicia and Armina the choice of either being sent 
to the tents to entertain my men, who have quite the lustier desires, 
or, if they would rather, think of ways to use that collar around your 
neck to give you more pain than you have so far experienced from it. 
The stipulation will be that they must not allow you to pass out. I will, 
of course, want you to feel it all.” 

Outside, the din of the army carried on without letup, but inside the 
tent it was dead quiet. Jagang sawed off another slab of the bloody 
beef as he went on. 

“After the Sisters have exhausted their imaginations, and I believe 
that the incentive will spark some inventive ideas, then I will 
personally beat you to within an inch of your death. After all of that, I 
will rip your clothes off of you and you will be standing there naked 
before me.” 

His nightmare eyes fixed on her. “Your choice, darlin. Either way, in 
the end, you are going to comply with my order and end up standing 
there naked before me. What method do you choose? Make it quick. 
I'll not offer you the choice again.” 

Kahlan had no choice. Resisting in this was pointless. She 
swallowed and immediately started unbuttoning her shirt. 


Chapter 44 


Jagang scooped a handful of pecans from a silver bowl and popped 
a few in his mouth. He smiled at his triumph as he watched Kahlan 
begin removing her clothes. His self-satisfied expression made her feel 
all the more forlorn and powerless. 

She was certain that her face had gone crimson. She made no 
further attempt to fight his order. She knew that she had to pick her 
battles, and this was not one she could win. She wondered if she 
would ever win another. She began to doubt that it was really 
possible. There would be no salvation for her. This was her life, her 
future, all there would ever be for her. She had nothing to look 
forward to, no reason to aspire to anything good. 

As unceremoniously as possible, she dropped her clothes in a pile as 
she removed them, not bothering to stall by folding them. When she 
was done and had removed every stitch, she stood hunched in the 
dead-silent room, not looking up at Jagang because she didn’t want to 
face his gloating, leering triumph. She tried her best to keep her 
trembling from being evident. 

“Stand up straighter,” Jagang said. 

Kahlan did as she was told. She suddenly felt weary. Not weary of 
physical effort, but weary of all effort. What was she struggling for? 
What life could she ever have? She stood no chance of ever being free, 
of ever experiencing love, of ever feeling safe. What chance had she of 
ever achieving any happiness in life? 

None. 

At that moment she wanted nothing so much as to curl up into a 
ball and cry—or just stop breathing and be done with it. Everything 
seemed hopeless. Her efforts were futile against such strength, such 
numbers, such abilities. 

She ceased to be embarrassed. She didn’t care if he stared at her. 
She was sure that it wouldn’t be long until he was finished with his 
dinner and then did a lot more than merely stare. She had no choice 
in that, either. 

She had no choice in any of it. She had only an imitation of life. 
Without the ability to control even this much of her life, control if she 
would have to submit to any indignation, she didn’t really have life. 
Life was something that others had. She breathed, she saw, she felt, 
she heard, she tasted, she even thought, but she did not live in a 
meaningful sense. 

“There is a rock formation straight out from the opening to my 
tent,” Jagang said as he leaned back in his chair. “Do you remember 
seeing it when we arrived?” 

Kahlan looked up at him, feeling dead inside. She went through the 


task of doing as instructed, like a good slave. She thought about his 
question; she remembered seeing it. It was a long way off, but she 
remembered the way the dark river of men poured around the rock 
outcropping. 

“Yes, I remember it,” she said in a dull voice. 

“Good.” He took a swig and set the mug down. “I want you to walk 
to that rock. Don’t go straight there, but go around in a circular 
route.” He lifted an eyebrow. “No need to go all red, darlin. The men 
can’t see you—remember?” 

Kahlan stared at him. “Then why do you want me to do this?” 

He shrugged. “Well, you killed my two guards. I need some more.” 

“There are plenty of your men right outside.” 

He smiled. “Yes, but they can’t see you. I want men who can see 
you.” 

Kahlan began to grasp his meaning. She suddenly began feeling very 
naked again. 

“The way I figure it, there is probably no better way to ferret out 
men who can see you than to have you walk by them showing them 
all you have to offer.” His gaze roamed the length of her before 
returning to her eyes. “Believe me, if they can see you, there is no 
chance they will fail to make themselves known. I have no doubt 
whatsoever that if they can see you, like that innkeeper or that girl 
could see you, and they see you like this, then they will drop whatever 
they’re doing and come out to pay you a kindly greeting.” 

He laughed heartily at his own joke. No one else in the tent so much 
as cracked a smile, but he didn’t seem to care. Finally his fit of 
laughter died out. 

“With all the men we have, I would bet that we are bound to net us 
a few who can see you. Among this many men, there are bound to be 
more ‘anomalies,’ as Ulicia put it.” He cocked his head toward her. 
“Then, we will have guards that you can’t sneak up on, or sneak past, 
the way you did the others. 

“You see, darlin, you made a tactical mistake. You should have kept 
that trick for a better chance to escape. Now you wasted it.” 

She hadn’t wasted it. She had done what she had done to save 
Jillian’s life. Kahlan knew that she had no chance at freedom for 
herself, but at least she had given that gift to Jillian. There was no 
benefit to saying so, though, so she didn’t dispute what he thought 
had gained him an advantage in the game he was playing with her. 

Kahlan could think of nothing to say that would talk him out of 
such a plan. Her only hope now was to remain invisible. But she didn’t 
feel at all invisible. She suddenly felt as if, when she walked out of the 
emperor’s tent, every man in camp would be able to see her. She 


could already feel millions of lewd men leering at her. 

Jagang gestured. “Ulicia, Armina, you will go along, but hang back 
a goodly distance. If any man can see her I don’t want them to notice 
you two and go all shy before they have a good chance to make 
themselves known to us. I want any men who can see her to be eager 
enough and bold enough to drop whatever they’re doing to come and 
investigate our fine young lady, here.” 

They both bowed and as one said, “Yes, Excellency.” 

Jagang lost his cheerful pretense and turned menacing. “Now, get 
going. Make a big circle to the right, through the camp, to that rock 
formation, and then continue the circle on around back to here. Move, 
woman!” 

Kahlan padded across the soft rugs to the carpet hanging over the 
doorway. She could feel his leering gaze on her. She pushed the carpet 
aside and slipped through the opening. 

Outside, facing the sprawling camp, she went stiff with dread. She 
forced herself, trembling every step, to walk among the hulking brutes 
near the emperor’s tent. Tears stung her eyes. She felt humiliated and 
completely naked to all the men in camp. 

She paused at the first defending ring of soldiers, terrified to go out 
among the men beyond. She wanted to scream with fury, with 
mortified embarrassment. She felt trapped by those who controlled 
her. She couldn’t make her legs take another step. She looked back 
over her shoulder. 

Emperor Jagang was standing just outside his tent, holding by the 
hair the woman he had threatened to torture. She was in helpless 
tears. 

Kahlan had done something hard to save Jillian’s life. She decided 
that she would devote herself to doing this to save the life of the 
woman Jagang now held under such terrible threat. She, too, was a 
slave who had no choice in her life. Only Kahlan could make a choice 
that would spare the woman terrible suffering. 

Kahlan turned back to the pandemonium of the camp and started 
out. The ground was rough and she had to step carefully to avoid not 
only rocks and bits of broken gear, but fresh manure as well. 

She reminded herself that none of these men could see her. She 
paused at another defensive line where big brutes stood guard. She 
peeked up at the man beside her. He didn’t notice her, but instead 
watched those out beyond. So far, none of the men could see her. She 
looked back and saw the Sisters waiting for her to get farther away. 
Jagang was still holding the woman by the hair. Kahlan understood 
the message and without wasting a moment started moving again. 

She saw horses nearby and briefly contemplated making a run for 


them. In her mind she envisioned jumping up onto the back of a horse 
and galloping away, escaping out of the camp altogether. She knew it 
was only a fantasy. The Sisters would unleash a torrent of pain 
through the collar and bring her down. What’s more, the woman 
Jagang held would die. He was not a man to make idle threats. He 
carried them out lest anyone ever think he was the kind to bluff. 

Kahlan knew such an escape was impossible, but thinking about it 
took her mind off all the men so close all around her, off all the filthy 
hands she couldn’t help staring at. She felt completely vulnerable and 
exposed. She stood out among the sprawling encampment like an 
alabaster water-lily blossom stranded in the middle of a vast, reeking 
mudflat. 

She moved quickly, reasoning that the sooner she made the circuit, 
the sooner she would be back in the sheltering protection of the tent. 
It was a terrible thought, Jagang’s tent being her protection, that 
terrible man her security. At least she would be out of sight again and 
right then that was all she wanted. It became the focus of her 
thoughts. Make the distance to the rocks and make it back. The sooner 
she did it, the sooner she would be back inside. 

Unless there were men out in this mass of soldiers who could see 
her. It only made sense. She had run across two people who could see 
her and that was among a small sampling of people. There were 
millions of men in this army. The chances were that she would run 
across men who would see her only too well. 

What would she do then? She glanced back over her shoulder. The 
Sisters looked like they were way back across a river of men. What if a 
man grabbed her and pulled her down, dragged her away? The Sisters 
finally started following after, but they were a long way back. Kahlan 
worried about what would happen if men could see her, and grabbed 
her. What if a whole group of men all could see her? Would the Sisters 
be able to pull a whole mob off her? Besides, the Sisters were a long 
way back. Kahlan worried how far a rape would go before the Sisters 
showed up. 

But the Sisters could cast magic. Surely, they would not allow men 
to ravish her. 

She wondered what made her have any such confidence. 

Jagang. He wanted her for himself. He was not the kind of man to 
let underlings have his prize of prizes. He would want to take her 
himself. The thought of him on top of her ran a shiver of icy dread 
through her. 

The immediate problem, though, was not Jagang, it was these men. 
In one fluid movement, as she passed a soldier with his back to her, 
she lifted a knife from the sheath at his hip. She made the motion fit 
in with the swing of her arms, so that if the Sisters were looking they 


wouldn’t have seen what she had done. The man glanced around, 
having felt something. Even though he looked directly at her for an 
instant, his gaze moved on and he went back to his conversation. 

The men she had been moving among were all still the outer rings 
of the many layers around the emperor’s compound, but she was now 
moving out beyond, in among the regular soldiers. They were 
drinking, laughing, gambling, and telling stories around fires. Horses 
were picketed among them. Wagons stood about at various places. 
Some men had already pitched crude tents, while others were content 
to cook over fires, or sleep. 

She saw, too, women being taken into the tents. None went 
cheerfully. She saw other women emerge only to be snatched up by 
waiting men and dragged to the next tent. Kahlan remembered Jagang 
mentioning sending the Sisters out to the tents as punishment. Hearing 
the women in those tents weeping made Kahlan sweat in dread of her 
own fate when she finally returned to Jagang’s tent. As terrifying a 
circumstance as being taken into those tents with those men would be, 
Kahlan could not feel sorry for the Sisters. If they ended up being 
raped by these men it was not enough punishment to Kahlan’s mind. 
They deserved far worse. 

One of the nearby men glanced up at her. Kahlan could see 
recognition flash in his eyes—eyes that fixed on her. He saw her. His 
mouth fell open, thrilled with his luck at what sort of woman had just 
stumbled into his arms, so to speak. 

As he rose up, before he was fully erect, Kahlan sliced his belly open 
from one side to the other as she swiftly continued to move past, as if 
nothing had happened. The man, his face registering the shock of it, 
weakly tried to catch his guts as they spilled out in a heavy mass. He 
toppled over and crashed to the ground while making panicked grunts 
that weren’t noticed as anything more than the other raucous noise all 
around. When he hit the ground, his insides spilled out. Men turned to 
look, some shocked, some laughing, all of them thinking the man had 
just lost a knife fight. 

Kahlan didn’t slow or look back. She kept moving, without breaking 
her stride, reminding herself of her task: get to the rock, get back to 
the tent. Make the circuit. Do as she had been told. 

As a man appeared out of the crowd and rushed up to her, she 
tightened her muscles and used his momentum to drive the knife up 
under his ribs, ripping his vital organs apart. The lifting cut, like a 
punch, along with his descending weight, drove her fist through the 
gash and into his warm insides. By the way he went down like a sack 
of sand without so much as a word, she was pretty sure that she had 
managed to cut open his heart. As a memento of the brief encounter, 
she now wore a glove of his blood. 


She wondered where she had learned to do such things. It felt like 
they came instinctively to her, the way emotions just came naturally, 
without the need to summon them. She couldn’t remember anything 
about herself, but she remembered how to use a weapon. She 
supposed that she should just be glad she could. 

In making her way out into the sea of men, she came to a dense 
island of activity. Men had all drawn back to leave an open field in 
the center of a low area, and teams of men were playing Ja’La there. 
Soldiers gathered all around in the tens of thousands cheered on one 
team or the other. The game was a violent affair, with the point man 
encountering the worst of it from the other team. When he went 
down, bloodied, half the men surrounding the field cheered wildly. 

“Well, well,” a man to her left said. “Looks like a fine whore come 
to pay me a visit.” 

As she began to turn toward him, another man to the right seized 
her wrist, twisted, and had her knife. In an instant, both men were on 
her, grabbing at her, pulling her back away from the crowd gathered 
to watch the Ja’La game. 

Kahlan fought to get free, but they were a lot stronger, and had 
taken her by surprise. She silently raged at herself for being caught 
unawares like that. None of the men around noticed anything at all. 
They couldn’t see her; she was invisible to them, but not to these two, 
who pressed in tight, to hide her from their fellow soldiers lest they 
have to fight for their fresh prize. She might as well have been alone 
with these two. 

One of them shoved his hand between her legs. She gasped at the 
sudden violation. As he leaned in to grope her, she managed to get her 
wrist free. In an instant she whipped her arm around and slammed her 
elbow into the center of his face, breaking his nose. He fell back 
screaming, blood gushing across his cheeks and eyes. The other man 
laughed, seeing it as his opportunity to have her for himself. He 
changed direction, pulling her along, holding both of her wrists 
together in one of his powerful hands as he used the other to explore 
the spoils. 

Kahlan struggled and twisted, but he was far too big and husky for 
her. She couldn’t get any leverage to break free of his grip. 

“You're a feisty one,” he said into her ear. “What did you think— 
that you could avoid your sacred duty to the soldiers of the Order? 
Think you’re too good to serve in the tents? Well, you’re not. Here’s 
my tent, so it’s time to do your duty.” 

Kahlan twisted around to try to bite him as he dragged her toward 
an empty tent not far away. He backhanded her. The blow stunned 
her. The noise of the encampment seemed to fade away. She couldn’t 
make her muscles do as she wished, couldn’t make them resist the 


grimy soldier as he pulled her toward the tent. 

Suddenly, Kahlan saw Sister Ulicia’s face. She had never before been 
glad to see one of the Sisters, but she was now. 

The Sister distracted the man’s attention from Kahlan for an instant, 
then pressed her fingers to the side of his forehead. Finally free, 
Kahlan jumped back as her captor dropped to his knees, clutching his 
fists to his head as he cried out in pain. 

“Get up,” Sister Ulicia told him. “Or I’ll do worse by far.” He stood 
on wobbly legs. “You are ordered immediately to the emperor’s tent to 
serve as a special guard.” 

The man looked confused. “Special guard?” 

“That’s right. You will be guarding this troublesome young lady for 
His Excellency.” 

The man gave Kahlan a dangerous look. “It would be my pleasure.” 

“Pleasure or not, get moving. That’s an order from Emperor Jagang 
himself.” She pointed a thumb back over her shoulder. “That way.” 

The soldier dipped his head in a bow, obviously fearful of her 
ability with magic. He regarded the Sister with a kind of wary, if 
unspoken, loathing. These men obviously did not hold those with the 
gift in high regard. 

“TIl be seeing more of you, soon,” the man promised Kahlan before 
he ran off to do as he’d been ordered. 

Kahlan saw Sister Armina giving the man with the broken nose the 
same instructions. She spoke in a voice that Kahlan couldn’t hear over 
the riot of cheering, but the man clearly heard her because he 
stiffened with fear, bowed to her, and ran off after the first man. 

Sister Ulicia turned her attention back to Kahlan. “Tears won’t do 
you any good. Now get going.” 

Kahlan didn’t argue. The sooner it was over, the better. She started 
out at once, counting herself fortunate to have eliminated two of the 
four who had so far been able to see her. She had to skirt the Ja’La 
game that was working the crowd of men to a fever pitch of 
excitement. She paused at one point to rise up on her tiptoes and 
make sure where the rock was; then she headed for it. 

By the time she had made it back to Jagang’s tent, they had 
collected five men. All of them stood outside the tent, awaiting orders, 
including the one nursing his broken nose. He glared at her as she 
walked past him, ushered through the tent’s opening by the two 
Sisters. 

Kahlan had managed to quickly arm herself after Sister Ulicia had 
rescued her the first time. This time, though, Kahlan had seen to it 
that she secured two knives, one for each hand. She held the hilts in 
her fists, with the blades lying up against the insides of her wrists so 


that the Sisters, following her at a good distance, hadn’t been able to 
see them. 

Kahlan had managed to kill another six men who could see her, 
without the Sisters realizing what she had done. It hadn’t been hard; 
they saw no threat coming from a naked woman. They were dead 
wrong. With their guard down she had been able to thrust her 
weapons home quickly and without a fuss. There was so much noise, 
confusion, drinking, yelling, and fighting in the camp that the Sisters 
never noticed the men Kahlan had taken out. 

When she hadn’t been able to dispatch the men who could see her, 
either because Sister Ulicia or Armina were too close or because they 
were watching closely and rushed in to rescue her and give the 
soldiers their new assignments as special guards, Kahlan always let 
her knives slip to the ground and vanish under the throng of soldiers 
so that the Sisters wouldn’t suspect what she had been up to. Being 
invisible to almost all the men, it had been easy enough to get more 
knives throughout the long, nerve-racking walk among the soldiers. 

Once she was inside the tent, Jagang threw Kahlan’s clothes at her. 
“Get dressed.” 

Rather than questioning his reasons for a command she hadn’t 
expected, she wasted no time in complying with his orders. Under the 
unwavering dark gaze of the man, it was a huge relief to finally have 
her clothes back on. It didn’t seem to lessen his obvious interest in 
what he had seen, though. 

His attention finally turned to the two Sisters. “I’ve instructed our 
new guards in their duties.” He smiled in a way that made both Sisters 
swallow in dread. “What with some guards to take the load off your 
backs, you will have some free time to spend in the tents, being on 
your backs for a different duty.” 

“But Excellency...” Sister Armina said in a trembling voice, “we 
have done everything you requested. We got the men—” 

“You think that because you do as you’re told for a short time I will 
forget the years you have been running around plotting and scheming 
to do me in? You think I will so easily forget your neglect of your duty 
to others, your obligations to the cause of the Order, your moral 
responsibility to sacrifice your worldly wishes to the good of others?” 

“Tt wasn’t that way, Excellency.” Sister Armina dry-washed her 
hands as she searched for words that might save her. “Yes, we were 
shamefully selfish, I admit, but we had no direct thought to harm 
you.” 

He snorted a laugh. “You don’t think freeing the Keeper of the 
underworld would harm me? You don’t think turning mankind over to 
the Keeper of the dead would be against me, against the ways of the 
Order, against the Creator?” 


Sister Armina fell silent. She knew she had no argument. Kahlan 
had always thought of the Sisters as vipers. But now they were 
writhing before someone with hide too tough to sink their fangs into. 

Sister Ulicia and Armina were attractive women. Kahlan had the 
feeling that their looks were only going to make it worse for them out 
among the animals that were the Imperial Order army. 

“I have control of the...” Jagang caught himself almost using her 
title. “... of Kahlan, through the collar, through your ability. You don’t 
need to be present for me to call upon that power if necessary—just 
alive. I will instruct the men that I don’t want you two murdered 
while they are enjoying your feminine charms.” 

“Thank you, Excellency,” Sister Ulicia managed in a small voice. 
She was gripping her skirts in white-knuckled fists. 

“Now, there are two men waiting outside who have been instructed 
in what they are to do with you both. Go with them.” He grinned at 
them like death itself. “Have a good night, ladies. You deserve it—and 
many more.” 

As they left the tent, Kahlan stood in the center, awaiting a similar 
fate. 

Jagang stepped closer to her. Kahlan thought she might either faint 
from dread, or be sick at the thought of what was about to happen to 
her. 


Chapter 45 

Kahlan stared at the pattern in the carpet on the ground at her feet. 
She didn’t want to look defiantly into Jagang’s black eyes. A show of 
bravery at the moment, she knew, would serve little purpose. 

When she had been made to walk while the Sisters rode, she had 
always told herself that it would make her stronger for a time when 
she would need strength. In much the same way, she wouldn’t now 
use her resolve for a useless show of defiance. Railing against her 
captor and what he was about to do to her when she knew that she 
could do nothing to stop it would only be squandering her strength. 

She wanted to save her hot rage until the time was right. 

And that time would come. She promised herself that such a time 
would come. Even if it was when she threw herself into the teeth of 
death itself, she would unleash her smoldering anger at those who did 
this to her and all the other innocent victims of the Imperial Order. 

She saw Jagang’s boots appear right in front of her. She held her 
breath, expecting him to seize her. She didn’t know what she would 
do when it actually happened, how she would be able to endure what 
she knew he was going to do. Her gaze lifted just a little, just enough 
to see where his knife was on his belt. He rested the heel of his hand 
on the knife handle. 

“We're going out,” he said. 

Kahlan looked up with a frown. “Out? For what purpose?” 

“Tonight is a night of Ja’La dh Jin tournaments. Different units of 
our soldiers have teams. There are nights devoted to the tournaments. 
It lifts the hearts of our forces to have their emperor there to witness 
how they play the game. 

“Men are also gathered from all over the conquered parts of the 
New World and given the chance to join in challenging other teams. It 
is a great opportunity for them to begin to fit into the new culture we 
bring to defeated lands, to become part of the fabric of the Order, to 
participate in our ways. 

“The best players can sometimes become heroes. Women fight over 
such men. The men of my team are all such men—heroes who never 
lose. Crowds of women wait for these men after the games, eager to 
open their legs for them. Ja’La players have their pick of any woman.” 

Kahlan noted that while, as emperor, Jagang probably had the pick 
of many women who would want to be close to such a man of 
authority and power, he would rather force himself on her. He would 
rather take what was not offered, have what he had not won as a 
result of merit. 

“Tonight some of those teams play for ranking. They all hope that 
one day they might have the chance to play my team in a grand 


contest for top honors. My team plays the best of the best once or 
twice a month. They never lose. There is always a burning hope 
among each new group of challengers that they will be the ones to 
defeat the best—the emperor’s team—and be crowned champions of 
the games. There would be many rewards for such a team, not the 
least of which would be the most beautiful of the women who now are 
eager only to be with the men of my team.” 

He seemed to enjoy telling her about the habits of such women, as if 
he were generalizing about all women and in so doing telling her that 
he thought she was at heart the same. She would rather open a vein. 
She ignored the innuendo and asked him something else instead. 

“If your team is not playing, why do you wish to watch? Surely a 
man such as you would not bestow your precious presence on the 
faithful on such a regular basis just to be generous.” 

He peered at her with a puzzled look, as if it were a strange 
question. “To see their strategy, of course, to learn the strengths, the 
weaknesses, of those who will become the opponents of my team.” 

His sly smile returned. “That is what you do—size up those who 
might be your opponents—and don’t try to tell me that you don’t. I 
see your gaze go to weapons, to the layout of rooms, to the position of 
men, cover, and escape routes. You are always searching for an 
opportunity, always watching, always thinking of how to defeat those 
who stand in your way. 

“Ja’La dh Jin is much the same way. It is a game of strategy.” 

“Tve seen it played. Pd say that the strategy is secondary, that it’s 
primarily a game of brutality.” 

“Well, if you don’t enjoy the strategy,” he said with a smirk, “then 
you will no doubt enjoy watching men sweat, strain, and struggle 
against one another. That’s why most women like to watch Ja’La. Men 
enjoy it for the strategy, the give and take of the contest, the chance 
to cheer their team to victory, and to imagine being such men 
themselves; the women like to watch half-naked bodies and sweat- 
slicked muscles. They like to watch the strongest men prevail, dream 
of being the desire of conquering heroes, and then scheme of ways to 
make themselves available to such men.” 

“Both sound pointless to me. Either brutality, or meaningless 
rutting.” 

He shrugged. “In my tongue, Ja’La dh Jin means ‘the game of life.’ 
Is not life a struggle—a brutal contest? A contest of men, and of sexes? 
Life, like Ja’La, is a brutal struggle.” 

Kahlan knew that life could be brutal, but that such brutality did 
not define life or its purpose, and that the sexes were not rivals, but 
meant to share together in the work and joys of life. 


“To those like you it is,” she said. “That’s one difference between 
you and me. I use violence only as a last resort, only when it’s 
necessary to defend my life—my right to exist. You use brutality as a 
tool of fulfilling your desires, even your ordinary desires, because, 
except by force, you have nothing worthwhile to offer to exchange for 
what you want or need—and that includes women. You take, you do 
not earn. 

“Pm better than that. You don’t value life or anything in it. I do. 
That’s why you must crush anything good—because it puts the lie to 
your nothing of a life, shows by contrast how you do nothing but 
waste your existence. 

“That’s why you and those like you hate those like me—because I’m 
better than you and you know it.” 

“Such a belief is the mark of a sinner. To consider your own life 
meaningful is a crime against the Creator as well as your fellow man.” 

When she only glared at him, he arched an eyebrow with an 
admonishing look as he leaned a little closer. He held up a thick finger 
—adorned with a plundered gold ring—before her face to mark an 
important point, as if lecturing a selfish, headstrong child who was 
within an inch of getting a well-deserved thrashing. 

“The Fellowship of Order teaches us that to be better than someone 
is to be worse than everyone.” 

Kahlan could only stare at such a vulgar ideology. That pious 
statement of hollow conviction gave her a sudden, true insight into 
the abyss of his savage nature, and the vindictive character of the 
Order itself. It was a concept that had abandoned the distant 
foundation upon which it had been built—that all life equally had the 
right to exist for its own sake—in order to justify taking life for the 
Order’s own contrived notion of the common good. 

Within that simple-sounding framework of an irrational tenet, he 
had just unwittingly revealed everything. 

It explained the depravity of his whole cause and the determinant 
emotions driving the nature of those monstrous men massed outside, 
ready to kill anyone who would not submit to their creed. It was a 
dogma that shrank from civilization, praised savagery as a way of 
existence, and required constant brutality to crush any noble idea and 
the man who had it. It was a movement that drew to it thieves who 
wanted to think themselves righteous, murderers who wanted holy 
absolution for the blood of innocent victims that drenched their souls. 

It assigned any achievement not to the one who had created it, but 
instead to those who had not earned it and did not deserve it, 
precisely because they did not earn it and did not deserve it. It valued 
thievery, not accomplishment. 


It was anathema to individuality. 

At the same time, it was a frighteningly sad admission of a rotting 
core of weakness in the face of life, an inability to exist on any level 
except that of a primitive beast, always cowering in fear that someone 
else would be better. It was not simply a rejection of all that was 
good, a resentment of accomplishment—it was, in fact, far worse. It 
was an expression of a gnawing hatred for anything good, grown out 
of an inner unwillingness to strive for anything worthwhile. 

Like all irrational beliefs, it was also unworkable. To live, those 
beliefs had to be ignored to accomplish goals of domination, which in 
themselves were a violation of the belief for which they were fighting. 
There were no equals among those of the Order, the torchbearers of 
enforced equality. Whether a Ja’La player, the most professional of the 
soldiers, or an emperor, the best were not simply needed but sought 
after and highly valued, and so as a body they harbored an inner 
hatred of their failure to live up to their own teachings and a fear that 
they would be unmasked for it. As punishment for their inability to 
fulfill their sanctified beliefs through adherence to those teachings, 
they instead turned to the self-flagellation of proclaiming how 
unworthy all men were and vented their self-hatred on scapegoats: 
they blamed the victims. 

In the end, the belief was nothing more than fabricated divinity— 
unthinking nonsense repeated in a mantra in an attempt to give it 
credibility, to make it sound sacred. 

“Tve already seen the Ja’La games,” Kahlan said. She turned away 
from him. “I have no desire to see more of it.” 

He seized her upper arm, pulling her back around to face him. “I 
know you're eager to have me bed you, but you can wait. Right now 
we are going to watch the Ja’La games.” 

A lecherous smile oozed onto his face, like greasy muck bubbling up 
from his festering soul. “If you don’t enjoy watching the games for 
their strategy and competition, then you can let your eyes roam over 
the naked flesh of the rivals. I’m sure that such sights will make you 
eager for what comes later tonight. Try not to be too impatient.” 

Kahlan suddenly felt foolish for protesting any reason to avoid his 
bed. But the Ja’La game was out among the men, and she had no 
desire to go out there again. She also had no choice. She hated being 
among those vile men. She reminded herself to get a grip on her 
feelings. The soldiers couldn’t see her. She was being silly. 

He pulled her toward the passageway out of the tent. She went 
without resisting. This was not a time to resist. 

Outside, the five special guards waited. They all noticed that Kahlan 
was dressed, but none of them spoke. They stood tall, straight, and 
attentive, looking ready to jump if told to do so. They were obviously 


on their best behavior before their emperor, wanting to impress him. 

Kahlan guessed that to be better than someone was all right if you 
were the emperor, and that it wouldn’t make him worse than 
everyone. He fought for a doctrine from which he exempted himself, 
as did each and every one of his men. Kahlan knew better than to 
point it out. 

“These are your new guards,” Jagang told her. “We’ll not have a 
repeat of the last incident, since these men can see you.” 

The men all looked pretty content with themselves, and the 
apparently harmless nature of the woman they were to guard. 

Kahlan took a quick but good look at the first man the Sisters had 
brought to task, the partner of the one with the broken nose. With a 
glance she evaluated the weapons he carried, a knife, and a crudely 
made sword with two halves of a wooden hilt wired onto the tang, 
and how graceless he appeared in the way he wore them. In that 
glance she knew that they were implements he no doubt used with 
bravado when slaughtering innocent women and children. She 
doubted that he had ever used them in combat with other men. He 
was a thug, nothing more. Intimidation was his weapon of choice. 

By his self-satisfied smile, he looked unimpressed with her. After all, 
he had already, by himself, nearly brought her to task, and to his tent. 
In his mind he had been only a few steps away from having her under 
him. 

“You,” she said, pointing right between his eyes. “You I will kill 
first.” 

The men all snickered. She swept an appraising gaze over them and 
their weapons, learning what there was to learn. 

She pointed at the man with the broken nose. “You die second, after 
him.” 

“What about us three?” one of the others asked, unable to suppress 
a chuckle. “What order will you kill us in?” 

Kahlan shrugged. “You will know just before I cut your throat.” 

The men all laughed. Jagang didn’t. 

“You would be well advised to take her seriously,” the emperor told 
them. “The last time she got her hands on a knife she killed my two 
most trusted bodyguards—men a lot better at soldiering than you— 
and a Sister of the Dark. All by herself, and all in a matter of a few 
brief moments.” 

The laughter died away. 

“You all will stay on your toes,” Jagang said in a low growl, “or I 
will gut you myself if I even think you are being inattentive to your 
duty. If she gets away under your watch, I will send you to the torture 
tents and command that your death take a month and a day, that your 


flesh rot and die before you do.” 

There was no longer any doubt in the men’s minds as to the 
seriousness of Jagang’s orders, or the value of his prize. 

A vast escort of hundreds, if not thousands, of the inner and most 
expert of the emperor’s guards formed up around their leader as he 
strode purposefully away from his tent. The five special guards 
surrounded Kahlan on every side except the side Jagang was on. They 
all moved out into the camp in a wedge of armor and drawn weapons. 
Kahlan supposed that, as a leader, Jagang was just taking normal 
precautions against spies, but she thought that it was more than that. 

He was better than everyone else. 


Chapter 46 


By the time they returned to the emperor’s compound and his large 
tent after the Ja’La contests, Kahlan’s level of worry had risen. It 
wasn’t just the obvious dread of being alone with such an 
unpredictable and dangerous man—or even her near panic over what 
she knew he intended to do to her. 

It was all of that, with a sinister undercurrent to his cruelty 
churning just beneath the surface. There was a flush to his face, a 
more assertive nature to his movements, an edgy quality to his short 
comments, a fierce intensity in his inky eyes. Watching the games had 
put Jagang in an even more violent mood than what she believed was 
his norm. The games had worked him up. They had excited him—in 
every way. 

Back at the games he’d felt that one of the teams had not played to 
their full potential, had not given it everything they had. He’d thought 
they were holding back and not putting their all into the contest. 

When they lost, he had them executed on the field. 

The crowd had cheered more at that than at the rather tedious play 
of the game itself. Jagang was hailed for putting the losers to death. 
The games that followed were played with considerably more passion, 
and on ground soggy from the blood of the beheadings. Ja’La was a 
game in which men ran, dodged, and darted past one another, or 
blocked, or chased the man with the heavy ball—the broc—trying to 
capture it, or attack with it, or score with it. Men often fell or were 
knocked from their feet. When they did they rolled across the ground. 
In the summer heat, without shirts, they were soon slick not just with 
sweat but with blood. From what Kahlan could see of the female camp 
followers watching from the sidelines, they weren’t in the least put off 
by the blood. If anything, it made them only more eager to catch the 
attention of the players who were now whipping the crowd into a 
frenzy with their fast-paced, aggressive tactics. 

In all the rest of the games after the one resulting in executions, as 
in the ones previous, the losing teams, since they had at least played 
with wild determination, were not put to death but flogged. A terrible 
whip, made up of a number of knotted cords bound together, was used 
for the penalty. Each of those cords was tipped with heavy nuggets of 
metal. The men were given one lash for each point by which they lost. 
Most losing teams lost by several points, but even one lash from that 
whip ripped open the naked flesh of a man’s back. 

The crowd enthusiastically counted out each lash to each man on 
the losing team kneeling in the center of the field. The winners often 
cavorted around the perimeter of the field, showing off for the crowd, 
while the losers, with bowed heads, received their whipping. 


It had made Kahlan sick to witness such a thing. It had excited 
Jagang. 

Kahlan was relieved that the games were at last over, but now that 
she was back inside the emperor’s compound and about to enter his 
tent, a gnawing sense of dread was eating away at her insides. Jagang 
was in a temper provoked by violence and aroused by blood. Kahlan 
could see in his eyes that he was in no mood to be denied anything. 

And the only thing left for him that night was her. 

As the special guards were just about to be posted outside the tent, 
she spotted a man running into the compound, being followed by a 
small group of men. Jagang paused in his instructions to Kahlan’s 
special guards as the rings of defenders parted to let the man and a 
gaggle of officers through. When the man came to a breathless halt, he 
announced himself as a messenger. 

“What is it, then?” Jagang asked the messenger, scrutinizing the 
half-dozen men of rank with him. Jagang was not at all pleased to be 
bothered when he had his mind set on other things. 

Kahlan knew that she was the focus of his brooding thoughts, and 
that he wanted to get her inside, and alone. The time had come and 
he was impatient to get at her. 

He had so far not touched her in any improper manner. He was 
saving it all up. In much the same way that any city in the path of his 
army had to wait in agonizing dread for the impending assault, she, 
too, felt the stranglehold of overpowering fear as she waited for what 
she knew was coming. She tried not to imagine what he was going to 
do to her and what it would be like, but she could not think of 
anything else, any more than she could slow her galloping heart. 

The messenger handed over a leather tube. It made a hollow thunk 
when Jagang popped the lid off. With two fingers he extracted a rolled 
piece of paper. He broke the wax seal, unrolled it, and held it up to 
read it in the light of the torches flanking the entrance to his tent. The 
rings he wore on each finger sparkled in the flickering torchlight. 

At first frowning, the emperor began to smile as he read. He finally 
laughed aloud as he looked up at his officers. “The army of the 
D’Haran Empire has fled the field of battle. Scouts and Sisters alike 
have all reported the same thing, that the D’Harans were so terrified 
of the prospect of facing Jagang the Just and the army of the Order 
that they all deserted and have scattered in every direction, proving 
what faithless cowards they really are. 

“The forces of the D’Haran Empire are no more. There is nothing 
standing between us and the People’s Palace.” 

The officers cheered their emperor. Everyone was suddenly in a 
jovial mood. Jagang bestowed his congratulations on the officers for 


being a part of putting the enemy on the run. 

As she listened, standing off to the side while the others all watched 
Jagang waving the paper and speaking of the end of the long war 
being at hand, Kahlan slowly, carefully, lifted a leg until her fingers 
found the hilt of the knife tucked into her right boot. 

Making as little movement as possible so as not to draw the 
attention of the five men who could see her, or Jagang himself, she 
worked the weapon up out of the boot and into her fist. As soon as it 
was securely in hand, she retrieved the second knife from the other 
boot. 

She tightly grasped the leather-wrapped handle of each well-made 
weapon, working her fingers to get a secure grip on the hilts. Having 
weapons in hand filled her with a sense of purpose, banishing her 
helpless dread at what was in store for her that night. She now had a 
way to strike at them. She knew that she might not be able to stop 
Jagang from what he would do to her, but it would not be without a 
fight. This was her chance to extract a price. 

She didn’t move her head, only her eyes, as she took stock of where 
each man was standing. Jagang, unfortunately, was not close to her. 
He had stepped to the messenger, and then closer to his officers. 
Kahlan knew that he was far from stupid. If she were to walk up to his 
side he would instantly be suspicious. He would know that she would 
not do such a thing willingly. She also knew that he was an 
experienced fighter. He would react before she could lunge at him. 
Having him closer probably wouldn’t have done her much good 
anyway. 

There were better targets, a better chance for surprise. The five 
special guards were close to her left, the officers a little farther away 
to her right. The officers couldn’t see her. Beyond was a camp of men 
who couldn’t see her. But even though the officers couldn’t see her, 
the five could and as soon as she moved she would have only an 
instant before they reacted. 

She knew that she could draw a lot of blood, but there was little 
chance she would escape. 

The alternative was to submit meekly to her impending rape. 

Kahlan summoned her rage. She gripped the hilts of the knives 
tighter. This was a chance to strike back against her captors. 

With a straight-in, direct, and mighty thrust she slammed the long 
knife in her left hand into the center of the chest of the special guard 
she had promised to kill first. Some dim part of her mind noted his 
stiff surprise. 

Just beyond him, the eyes of the man with the broken nose went 
wide as he, too, stiffened with shocked surprise. Kahlan used the knife 


planted in the chest of the first man as an anchor, for leverage. With 
that grip to help her, she spun around the man already stabbed. At the 
same time, she brought the knife in her right hand around with her, in 
an arc. The blade slashed open the throat of the man with the broken 
nose. In two beats of her hammering heart she had killed them both. 

Kahlan drove her left boot into the first man as he fell, in order to 
pull free the embedded knife and to spring herself in the opposite 
direction—toward the officers. On the third beat of her heart she hit 
the first officer like a Ja’La tackle. As she flew into him, she plunged 
the knife in her right hand deep into his belly, jerking up as she did so 
to rip him open. 

At the same time she stabbed the other knife square into the throat 
of the man immediately to the side and a little behind the first officer. 
He had been the ranking officer and the one she was really targeting. 
She hit him with such force that the blade not only drove through the 
man’s throat but, hitting the space between the vertebrae, pierced all 
the way through his neck. His spinal cord cut, his entire dead weight 
dropped straight down so fast that Kahlan’s grip on the knife twisted 
her off balance and pulled her with him. 

At the same time, before she could catch herself or yank the knife 
back, the power from the collar hit Kahlan like a lightning bolt. 

At the same time, the other three special guards tackled her, taking 
her the rest of the way off her feet and ramming her face-first into the 
soft ground. With the collar making her arms numb and useless, and 
her legs unable to respond to her wishes, the men had no trouble 
disarming her. 

When Jagang shrieked the order, they hauled her to her feet. 
Kahlan panted from the effort of the brief battle. Her heart still raced. 
Even if she had failed to escape, she wasn’t entirely disappointed. She 
hadn’t really thought that her chances of making it were that good to 
begin with. She had expected, though, to at least kill a couple of 
officers, and she had accomplished that. She was disappointed only 
that the special guards had not killed her rather than capture her. 

Jagang dismissed the confused officers, explaining that it was a bit 
of magic that had gotten loose. He assured them that he had 
everything well in hand. They were men used to violence and seemed 
to take the sudden death of two fellow officers by an invisible hand, if 
not in stride, at least with a level of self-control, reassured by the 
demeanor of their emperor. 

As they made their way out of the emperor’s compound, they 
collected a number of men who rushed in to remove the bodies. The 
guards who came to see what the commotion was all about were 
dismayed to see such a murder within their layers of defenses. They 
all glanced to Jagang to gauge his mood and, seeing him calm, swiftly 


went about the business of carrying off the four dead men. 

Once they had departed, Jagang finally turned a glare on Kahlan. “I 
see that you were closely watching the games. You appear to have 
been paying more attention to the strategy than the bare flesh of 
muscular men.” 

Kahlan met the gazes of the three special guards holding her. “Just 
keeping a promise.” 

Jagang slowly let out a deep breath, as if trying to keep from 
murder himself. “You are quite a remarkable woman—and a 
formidable opponent.” 

“Tm the bringer of death,” she told him. 

He glanced at the four bodies being carried out into the night. “So 
you are.” 

He turned his intense attention to the three men holding Kahlan. “Is 
there a reason that I should not send you three off to be tortured?” 

The men, who had been smug about having taken her down, 
suddenly didn’t seem so smug. They glanced nervously at one another. 

“But Excellency,” one of them said, “The two men who failed you 
paid With their lives. The three of us stopped her. We didn’t let her 
escape.” 

“I am the one who stopped her,” he said through barely restrained 
rage. “I stopped her with the collar she wears around her neck.” He 
considered them silently for a moment, letting his flash of rage calm 
down a little. “But I am called Jagang the Just for good reason. I will 
allow you three to live for the time being, but let this be a lesson to 
you. I warned you that she was dangerous. Now, perhaps, you can see 
that I know what I’m talking about.” 

“Yes, Excellency,” the three said over one another. 

Jagang clasped his hands behind his back. “Release her.” 

He passed a withering glare over each man before taking Kahlan’s 
arm and leading her back toward the opening of the tent. She was still 
reeling from the shock of the collar. Her joints ached, her legs and 
arms burned from inside. 

She had wondered if Jagang had been telling the truth that he could 
use the collar without the Sisters needing to be present. Now she 
knew. Without that collar she might have stood a good chance of 
breaking free; with it, she didn’t. She dared not take Jagang’s ability 
lightly from now on. At least now she knew. Sometimes, it was worse 
to wonder if something would have been possible. 

“T want you three to guard outside my tent tonight. If she comes out 
without me, you had better stop her.” 

The three soldiers bowed. “Yes, Excellency.” 

They no longer looked at all smug. They looked like what they were 


—men who had just escaped a death sentence. 

As the men took up their posts, Jagang turned a grim look on 
Kahlan. “The last time you only went for a walk among the men. It 
was a short walk. You saw only a small sampling of my army. 
Tomorrow, you are going to have a much better chance to see a great 
many more of my men. And a lot more of those men are bound to see 
you. 

“T don’t know what the anomaly is that Ulicia spoke of, or its cause, 
but it doesn’t really matter to me. What matters is that, like in all 
things, I intend to use it to my advantage. I intend to see to it that you 
are well guarded. You will ride again tomorrow and we will take a 
tour through the troops, but you are going to do it without your 
clothes. In that way, you will help find us a goodly supply of new 
special guards. It should be quite an exciting day.” 

Kahlan didn’t offer an argument—none would have done any good. 
She could tell by the careful way in which he explained it that he 
meant for it to make her uncomfortable. She suspected that her 
humiliation was only just beginning. 

Emperor Jagang ushered her in through the opening of his tent as if 
she were royalty. He was mocking her, she knew. As she moved inside 
she could feel the power of the collar release its grip on her. She could 
at last move her feet and arms on her own. The pain, thankfully, 
began to fade as well. 

Inside the tent it was nearly dark, lit only by candles. They gave the 
tent a warm glow, making it feel cozy and safe, almost like a sacred 
place. It was anything but. 

She felt as if she were being led to her execution. 


Chapter 47 

The slaves who had prepared a late-night sampling of light foods for 
the emperor were all dismissed. At seeing the look in his eyes, and 
after having heard the screams of dying men, everyone was only too 
happy to leave when he growled at them to get out. 

He watched as they all rushed out and then, with a thick finger 
pressed into the center of her back, Jagang silently steered Kahlan 
past the table with mugs of wine, platters of meats, loaves of dark 
bread, bowls of nuts, and arrangements of fruits and sweets, escorting 
her beyond another tapestry hanging before an opening into an inner 
bedroom within the tent. 

The bedroom was isolated from the rest of the tent and from the 
outside by what looked to be padded panels, probably to make it 
quieter. The walls were also covered with hides and fabric hangings of 
material woven into muted patterns. The room was warmly decorated 
with exquisite carpets, a few small pieces of fine furniture, glass- 
fronted bookcases filled with books, and ornate silver and gold lamps. 
The bed, covered in furs and satin, had spiraled, dark wooden posts at 
each corner. 

Kahlan hid her trembling fingers behind her back as she watched 
Jagang cross the room and remove his lamb’s-wool vest. He tossed it 
over a chair at a small writing desk. His naked chest and back were 
covered in dark, curly hair. He looked like a bear of a man in more 
ways than one. He looked like anything but a man who would have 
satin bed coverings. She suspected that he didn’t really appreciate 
such things, but wanted them as a mark of his station. She guessed 
that he must have forgotten that no one was supposed to be better 
than anyone else in the Order. She guessed that he never considered 
whether or not the men out in the grimy tents had satin blankets to 
sleep under. 

Jagang looked up at her. “Well, woman, take off your clothes. Or 
would you rather I tear them off you. Your choice.” 

“Whether I take them off, or you rip them off, it is still rape.” 

He straightened and peered at her for a time in the silence within 
the tent. The camp outside had quieted down considerably, leaving 
only the muted sounds of distant words to melt together into a dull 
hum. The men were tired from the day’s long march, as well as the 
excitement of the Ja’La games, and Jagang had decreed that each 
day’s march would be equally swift until they reached the People’s 
Palace, so most of the men were no doubt in their tents sleeping. 

The only one not quieted down for the night was Jagang. If he was 
in an excited state after the games, then after her killing the four men 
he was on the edge of a rampage. Kahlan didn’t really care. If he beat 


her senseless, then she wouldn’t have to be conscious for what else he 
was going to do to her. 

“You are mine, now,” he said in a low, dangerous tone. “You belong 
to me—to no one else. To me alone. I can do whatever I wish with 
you. If I choose to cut your throat, then it is your duty to bleed to 
death for me. If I give you to those three men who can see you, then 
you will submit to them, whether you like it or not, whether you do so 
willingly or not. 

“You belong to me, now. Your fate is what I choose for you. You 
have no choice in what happens to you. None. Everything that 
happens to you is by my choice alone.” 

“Tt’s still rape.” 

He crossed the room in three angry strides and backhanded her, 
knocking her sprawling. He pulled her up by the hair and heaved her 
at the bed. The world spun as Kahlan tumbled through the air. She 
only missed the wooden post by inches. 

“Of course it’s rape! That’s what I want it to be! That’s what you 
have coming!” 

He charged to the bed like an enraged bull. His black eyes were 
filled with wild storms of shapes. Before she knew it, he was above 
her. Kahlan had it all planned out. She wasn’t going to try to stop him, 
to give him the satisfaction of having to use force to have her. But 
with him right there, on top of her, straddling her hips, those thoughts 
were lost in the sudden panic of events that she desperately didn’t 
want to happen. She forgot all her plans and desperately tried to push 
his hands away, but in such a mood there was no stopping him. She 
had no strength to begin to match him. He didn’t even bother to slap 
her to make her stop resisting. With one yank, he ripped her shirt 
open. 

Kahlan went still as he stopped, her chest heaving from the effort. 
He stared down at her breasts. 

She used the sudden quiet to school herself. She had just killed four 
brutes. She could do this. This was nothing compared with having a 
collar around her neck, having her memory stripped away from her, 
losing her identity, losing who she was, becoming the helpless slave to 
Sisters of the Dark and an emperor of a mob of thugs. 

This was nothing. She was better than to fight him in such a foolish 
manner, like a schoolgirl trying to slap away the hands of a bully. She 
didn’t fight like that. She wouldn’t. She knew better. Yes, she was 
terrified, but she didn’t have to surrender to panic. She was afraid 
when she’d killed those four men, but she had controlled her fear and 
acted. 

She was better than he was. He was only stronger. He could only 


have her by force. That knowledge gave her a thread of power over 
him, and he knew it. He could never have her willingly because she 
was better than he was, and she deserved better by far. He could 
never have a woman like her except by force because he was weak 
and worthless as a man. 

“Is your prize of prizes satisfactory, Excellency?” she mocked. 

“Oh, yes.” Jagang’s wicked smile widened. “Now take off those 
traveling pants.” 

When she made no move to comply, he did it for her, opening the 
buttons one at time as if opening something valuable. She lay with her 
hands at her sides. He hooked his fingers over the waist of her pants, 
drew them down her legs, and pulled them inside out getting them off 
over her feet. He threw them aside as he paused to take in the length 
of her nearly bare body. 

Kahlan silently bit the inside of her cheek to keep from pushing his 
hand away in a panic as he glided his hand up her leg, feeling the 
softness of her thigh. Kahlan fought back her tears. She would have 
given anything not to be there, to be anywhere else but at the mercy 
of this monster. 

“Now, the rest of it,” he said in a thick whisper. “Take off those 
underthings.” 

She could tell that pulling her clothes off had only excited him even 
more, so she did as he told her to do, trying to make it look anything 
but seductive as she did so. 

As he watched her following his orders, he sat on the edge of the 
bed and pulled off his boots. He dropped his pants and kicked them 
off. As sickened as she was terrified by the sight of him naked, Kahlan 
gave in to weakness and turned her eyes away from him. 

She wondered how she would ever be able to fall in love and let a 
man touch her after this. She reproached herself. She was never going 
to have the chance to fall in love. She was fretting over a problem she 
would never have. 

The bed moved under his weight as he climbed up beside her and 
lay down. He paused to stare at her, to run his hand over her belly. 
She’d expected it to be a rough touch, a harsh grabbing of her, but 
instead it was a furtive touch, a slow, measured evaluation of 
something quite valuable. She didn’t expect his gentle approach to last 
much longer. 

“You really are quite extraordinary,” he said in a husky voice, 
almost more to himself than to her. “Perceiving you through the eyes 
of others just wasn’t the same—I can see that now.” 

His tone had changed. The anger had melted away under the heat of 
his desire for her. He was on the brink of surrendering to uninhibited 


lust. 

“Tt’s not at all the same... I always knew you were exceptional, but 
now that I see you, like this... you are a remarkable creature. Just... 
remarkable.” 

Kahlan wondered what he meant when he’d said that he had 
perceived her through the eyes of others. She wondered if he meant 
that he had watched her through the eyes of the Sisters. She was 
struck by an unexpected thought that rattled her: it was the thought of 
him having watched her undressing when she had thought that only a 
Sister was there. It filled her with an icy rage at such a violation. 

He had been there, then, watching her, planning this. But at the 
same time she got the feeling that he was talking about something 
else, too. There was more to his words, more meaning in them, 
something hidden. Something in the way he’d said it made her think 
that he was talking about something in her life before the Sisters, back 
before she had lost who she was. She was angry thinking about him 
watching her through the Sisters, but thinking about him seeing her 
before, in her life that she couldn’t remember, rattled her. 

He abruptly rolled over onto her. “You can’t imagine how long I’ve 
waited to do this to you.” 

Her breathing, and her heartbeat, had only just started to settle 
down. Now, it was happening too fast. Her heart was again thumping 
against her ribs. She wanted to slow him down, to give herself time to 
think of a way to prevent him from doing this to her. At the feel of his 
flesh against hers, though, her mind went blank. She couldn’t think of 
any way to stop him. She could only fixate on how badly she didn’t 
want him to do this. 

She reminded herself of the promises she had made to herself. She 
was better than him; she should act like it. 

She said nothing. She stared past him up at the roof of the tent 
illuminated softly in the lamplight. 

“You can’t imagine how much I’ve wanted to do this to you,” he 
said in a suddenly menacing voice. “You can’t imagine how much you 
have this coming to you.” 

She shifted her gaze to meet his nightmare eyes. “No, I can’t. So just 
get on with it and spare me a speech that means nothing to me, since I 
have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

She turned her eyes away to stare off once more. She wanted to 
show him only indifference. She freed her mind to wander. It wasn’t 
easy with him pressing against her, about to have his way with her, 
but she did her best to ignore him, to think about other things. She 
didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of a struggle she would only 
lose. She thought about the Ja’La game, not because it was something 


she wished to think about, but because it was fresh enough in her 
mind to be easy to recall in detail. 

He abruptly hooked his arms behind her knees and pulled her legs 
up almost to her chest. It was hard to breathe. It hurt her hip joints to 
be bent like that, with her legs spread that way, but she swallowed 
back the scream and tried to ignore the way he was trying to control 
her, to dominate her as he took her. 

“Tf he knew... this would kill him.” 

Kahlan’s eyes turned to him. She could only pull in half a breath 
against the weight of him. “Who are you talking about?” 

She thought that maybe it was her father—a father she didn’t 
remember. Perhaps she had a father who was a commander in the 
army, and that was why she seemed to know how to fight with a 
knife. She couldn’t imagine who else he could be talking about. 

She wanted to say something to deflate him, but she thought better 
of it and remained silent, indifferent. 

Jagang’s mouth was on her ear. His rough stubble scraped painfully 
against her cheek and neck. His breathing was fast and ragged. He 
was lost to the lust he was about to unleash on her. 

“If only you knew... this would kill you,” he said, obviously and 
profoundly pleased with the thought. 

Even more puzzled, she remained silent, her worry building about 
what he could possibly mean. 

She thought he was about to resume his obviously lecherous need, 
but he rested there, holding her legs open, staring down at her. The 
length of his hairy body pressed against her, on the brink of his intent. 
With his weight on her, she could hardly get a breath, but she knew 
that any protest would only be met with disinterest in what 
discomfort he might be causing her. 

In a way, she wished he would just hurry up and get it over with. 
The waiting was making her crazy. She wanted to scream, but she 
refused to allow herself to. She couldn’t help dreading how much he 
would hurt her, how long it might last—how it would undoubtedly be 
repeated not just this night but in the nights to come. Had not his bull- 
weight been pressing her down into the bed she would have been 
trembling in terrible anticipation. 

“No,” he said to himself. “No, this is not what I want.” 

Kahlan was bewildered. She wasn’t sure she had heard what she 
thought she’d heard. 

He let go of her legs, letting them slip down onto the bed as he 
pushed himself up on his hands. She wished he weren’t lying between 
her legs so that she could draw them together. 

“No,” he repeated. “Not like this. You don’t want this, but it would 


only be onerous. You would not like it, but nothing more. 

“I want you to know who you are when I do this. I want you to 
know what I mean to you when I do this. I want you to hate this more 
than you have ever hated anything in your entire life. I want to be the 
one to do this to you both. I want to plant the memory of what it 
means to you in your mind when I plant my seed in you. I want that 
memory to haunt you for however long you might live, to haunt him 
forever, every time he looks at you. I want him to learn to hate you 
for it, to hate what you have come to represent to him. To hate your 
child, the child that I will give you. 

“To do that, you have to know who you are, first. If I do this to you 
now, it will only dull you to it, spoil the exquisite suffering it would 
cause you if you knew who you were when it happens to you.” 

“So then tell me,” she said, almost willing to endure rape to know. 

A slow, sly smile came to him. “Telling you is no good. Words 
would be hollow, without meaning, without emotion. You have to 
know. You have to remember who you are, you have to know 
everything, if this is to truly be rape... and I intend it to be the worst 
rape you can suffer, a rape that will give you a child that he will see 
as a reminder, as a monster.” 

Staring down at her, he slowly shook his head with the self- 
satisfaction of the dimension of his intent. “To be that, you have to be 
fully aware of who you are, and everything this will mean to you, 
everything it will touch, everything it will harm, everything it will 
taint for all time.” 

He abruptly rolled off her to the side. Kahlan drew in a breath that 
was almost a gasp. 

He gritted his teeth, and his big hand seized her right breast. “Don’t 
think you’ve escaped anything, darlin. You’ll not be going anywhere. 
I’m only seeing to it that it’s a lot worse for you than this would have 
been, tonight.” He chuckled as he squeezed her breast. “Worse for him 
as well.” 

Kahlan could not imagine how anything could make it worse than it 
would have been. She could only imagine that to him, rape cast guilt 
on the victim. That was the way he thought, the way the Order 
thought, that the victim was to blame. 

He abruptly shoved her out of the bed. She landed painfully on the 
floor, but at least her fall was broken by somewhat soft carpets. 

He looked down at her. “You will sleep on the floor, right there, 
beside the bed. Later, I will have you in my bed.” He grinned. “When 
your memory returns, when this will destroy you. Then I will give you 
what you deserve, what only I can give you, what only I can do to 
ruin your life... and his.” 


Kahlan lay on the floor, fearing to move, fearing that he might 
change his mind. She felt heady relief that this night she would not 
have to endure it. 

He leaned over the edge of the bed, closer to her, peering down at 
her with his disturbing black eyes. He shoved his big hand between 
her legs so unexpectedly that she cried out. 

He grinned at her. “And if you get the idea of trying to think of a 
way to sneak away, or worse, to do me in while I sleep, you had better 
forget it right now. It won’t work. All it will get you is time in the 
tents, later on, after I’ve ruined everything for you. Pll see to it that all 
those men will have you, right there where my fingers are. Do you 
understand?” 

Kahlan nodded, feeling a tear run down her cheek. 

“If you move off those carpets beside the bed tonight, then the 
power of that collar will stop you. Do you wish to test it?” 

Kahlan shook her head, fearing her voice might fail her. 

He withdrew his hand. “Good.” 

She heard him turn over on his side, facing away from her. Kahlan 
lay perfectly still. She could hardly breathe. She wasn’t sure what had 
happened this night, or what it could all mean. She only knew that 
she felt more lonely than she had ever felt in her life—at least, the 
part of her life that she could remember. 

In a strange way she almost wished he had raped her. If he had, she 
would not now be trembling in fear of what he’d said, wondering 
what he’d meant. Now she would have to wake each morning not 
knowing if that was the day she recovered her memory. When she did, 
it was somehow going to make that rape all the worse, make 
everything worse, far worse. 

Kahlan believed him. As eager as he had been to have her, and she 
knew very well how eager he had been, he would not have stopped at 
that point unless everything he’d said was true. 

Kahlan realized that she no longer wanted to know who she was. 
Her past had just become too dangerous to her for her to want to ever 
know who she was. If she knew, he would do the worst to her. Better 
that she remain in oblivion, and safe from that. 

When she heard his even breathing, and then his low, rumbling 
snore, she reached out and with trembling fingers pulled on her 
underthings and then the rest of her clothes. 

Despite it being summer, she was shaking with icy dread. She pulled 
a nearby carpet over her as she lay beside the bed, knowing better 
than to test his word about the consequences of any attempt to escape. 
There was no escape. This was her life. 

She now only hoped to keep the rest of it buried and forgotten. 


If she ever remembered who she was, then her life would get 
infinitely worse. She wouldn’t let that happen. She would stay behind 
the dark shroud. This night she was a new person, separated from who 
she had been. That person had to remain forever dead. 

She wondered who the man could be that Jagang had talked about. 
She feared to imagine what Jagang was going to do to him, through 
her, that would so destroy him. 

She forced those thoughts away. That was the old her. That person 
was gone forever, and would remain so. 

In the depths of loneliness and despair, Kahlan curled up in a ball 
and wept silently in racking sobs. 


Chapter 48 


Richard walked in a daze, watching the ground before him lit by 
moonlight. Through that dark, hazy state, only one spark of anything 
seemed able to burn through. 

Kahlan. 

He missed her so much. He was so tired of the struggle. He was so 
tired of trying. He was so tired of failing. 

He ached to have her back. To have his life with her back. To hold 
her... just to hold her. 

He remembered the time, years before, in the spirit house, when he 
had not known that she was the Mother Confessor and she had been 
feeling desperately lonely and overwhelmed by the crushing secrets 
she had to keep. She had asked him to hold her, just to hold her. He 
remembered the pain in her voice, the pain of needing to be held, 
comforted. 

He would give anything to do that now. 

“Stop,” a voice hissed at him. “Wait.” 

Richard halted. He had trouble trying to care what was going on, 
even though he knew he should. He could read the tension in her 
posture; she was like a bird of prey cocking its head, lifting its wings 
the slightest bit. 

He couldn’t seem to escape the thick lethargy that weighed him 
down so that he could think it through. Her deportment appeared to 
be the coiled potential for aggression, but underlying that he saw a 
hint of fear. 

He finally managed to summon the concern to try to understand. 
Then, in the moonlight, he saw what Six was watching: what looked 
like a vast encampment spread across a valley. Because it was the 
middle of the night, things were relatively quiet down below. Even 
through the numb miasma of her presence, Richard felt his level of 
concern rising. 

He saw something else, too. Past the valley encampment, he saw, up 
on the high ground beyond, a castle that he thought he recognized. 

“Come on,” Six hissed as she glided past him. 

Richard trudged after her, once more sinking back into the 
indifferent haze where all he could think about was Kahlan. 

They walked for what seemed like hours through the countryside in 
the dead of night. Six was as quiet as a snake, moving, pausing, then 
moving again as she made her way along minor trails through thick 
woods. Richard felt comforted by the smell of balsam and fir trees. 
The moss and ferns delighted him with childhood memories. 

The delight of the woods evaporated when they walked along 
cobbled streets, among closed shops, past dark buildings. There were 


men in the shadows, pairs of them, carrying pikes. Richard felt as if he 
were in a dream watching it all pass before his mind’s eye. He half 
expected that all he would have to do was imagine the woods again 
and they would appear. 

He imagined Kahlan. She did not appear. 

Two men in polished metal armor rushed out of a side street. They 
fell to their knees before Six, kissing the hem of her black dress. She 
slowed only slightly for their groveling supplication. They followed 
along as she continued up the streets, becoming escorts for the night’s 
shadow trailing darkness behind her. 

It all felt so dreamy. Richard knew that he should fight it, but he 
couldn’t make himself care. He cared only about doing as Six told 
him. He couldn’t help himself. Seeing the flowing form of her charmed 
him, looking into her eyes captivated him, hearing her voice 
bewitched him. Without his gift, she filled that empty void within his 
soul. 

Her presence somehow completed him, filled him with purpose. 

The two guards with them gently rapped on an iron door in a great 
stone wall. A small door on the inside over a small slit in the iron door 
opened. Eyes peered out. They widened a little at seeing the pale 
shadow before them. Richard could hear men on the other side 
rushing to draw, back a heavy bar. 

The door opened and Six slipped through with Richard in tow. He 
saw great stone walls in the moonlight, but paid them little heed. He 
was more fascinated by the snaking shape leading him through the 
silky night. 

Once they passed through great doors, men rushed about, opening 
yet more doors, shouting orders, and bringing torches. 

“This way,” one man said as he led them into a stone stairwell. 

Down they went, spiraling and turning, ever deeper. Richard felt as 
if they were being swallowed down the gullet of some great stone 
beast. As long as Six was taking him, though, he was content to be 
swallowed. At lower levels, in a dank corridor, the men led her into a 
gloomy place. Hay was scattered over the slimy floor. Water echoed as 
it dripped in the distance. 

“Here is the place you requested,” a guard told her. 

The heavy door squealed in rusty protest as he pulled it open. 
Inside, on a small table, he lit a candle with the torch. 

“Your room for the night,” Six told Richard. “It will be light soon. I 
will be back, then.” 

“Yes, Mistress,” he said. 

She leaned toward him a little, a thin smile slitting her bloodless 
face. “If I know the queen, she will want to begin immediately. She’s 


quite impatient, to say nothing of being impulsive. She will no doubt 
bring the big men with whips. I expect that before the morning is over 
she will have the flesh torn from your back.” 

Richard stared. He couldn’t make his mind grasp it all. “Mistress?” 

“The queen is not only vicious, but vindictive. You are going to be 
the object of her venom. But not to worry; I still need you alive. You 
may suffer excruciating agony, but you will live.” 

She turned with a billowing flourish and swept out the door, a 
shadow swallowed into the darkness. Men funneled out the door after 
her. The door banged closed. Richard heard the lock click home. 
Before he knew it, he was suddenly standing alone in a stone room, 
deserted, forsaken, forgotten. 

In the silence, terror began to seep into his bones. Why would a 
queen want to hurt him? What did Six need him alive for? 

Richard blinked. As the moments passed, he felt his mind working 
to understand. It felt as if the farther away Six went, the better he 
could think. 

After the torches were gone, it was a while before his eyes adjusted 
to the light of a single candle. He looked around at the stone room. 
There was only a chair and a table. The floor was stone. The walls 
were stone. The ceiling had heavy beams. 

It hit him like a thunderclap. 

Denna. 

This was the room where he had been taken when he had first been 
captured by Denna. He recognized the table. He remembered Denna 
sitting in that very chair. He looked up and there, right where he 
remembered it being, he saw the iron peg. 

His wrists had been in iron manacles. Denna had hung the chain 
holding them together over that iron peg. He had hung from it as 
Denna tortured him with her Agiel. Horrifying images of the night 
Denna had broken him flashed through his mind. The night she had 
thought she had broken him, anyway. He had partitioned his mind. 
But he remembered the things she had done to him that night. 

And he remembered what had prompted her to such violence. 

He had been hanging there when Princess Violet had come in to 
watch. The princess had decided that she wanted to participate, to 
join in his torture. Denna gave the little monster her Agiel and showed 
her how to use it on him. 

Richard remembered Violet bragging about how she was going to 
have Kahlan raped, tortured, and finally killed. 

Richard had kicked Violet hard enough to shatter her jaw and sever 
her tongue. 

This was that room. 


Richard leaned back against the stone wall and slid down to sit and 
rest. He needed to think, to figure it out, to understand what was 
going on. 

He was leaning against his pack, so he pulled it off and set it in his 
lap. A thought struck him and he looked through the pack, pushing his 
war-wizard outfit and gold cape aside until he found the book 
Baraccus had left for him. He thumbed through the pages. They were 
still blank. If only he hadn’t lost his gift, he would have been able to 
read the book. If he knew how to use his ability he would have been 
able to save himself. If only. 

He suddenly had a thought. He couldn’t let them find this book. Six 
had the gift. Some form of it, anyway. He couldn’t let her see this. 
Baraccus had hidden it for three thousand years. It was meant for no 
eyes but his. He couldn’t fail such a trust. He couldn’t let anyone know 
about this book. 

He got up and paced around the room, searching for any place he 
could hide the book. There was no place. It was a simple stone room. 
There were no cubbyholes, no niches, no loose stones. There was 
nowhere to hide anything. 

As Richard stood in the center of the room, thinking, he looked up 
and saw the iron peg. He moved through the room, inspecting the 
beams. There was one beam, running parallel to one wall, without 
much room between the beam and the wall. The beam, like most in 
the ceiling, had long cracks from when the freshly cut beam had been 
hewn and then dried. An idea struck him. 

He immediately pulled the chair over and climbed up on top of it. It 
wasn’t high enough. He pushed the chair out of the way and dragged 
over the table. After stepping from the chair to the top of the table, he 
at last was able to reach the iron peg. He wiggled it, but it was stuck 
tight. He needed that iron peg if he was to hide the book. 

He hooked his hands over the peg and used all his weight to spring 
up and down. At last the peg began to loosen. Working swiftly and 
using all his muscle, he finally managed to get the peg to wiggle. He 
wiggled it back and forth until he was able to pull it free. 

Richard dragged the table over to the side of the room near the dark 
corner, and got up on top. He inspected the crack in the beam, finding 
a place where it wandered toward the top, near the cross-planks 
overhead. He wedged the iron peg into the split in the beam, working 
it in until it was stuck fast. 

He retrieved the pack and crammed it up in the tight space between 
the beam and the wall. Once he had it as high and as flat as he could 
get it, he shoved it along the beam until it wedged above the iron peg. 
He tested the pack by tugging on it but it was stuck tightly in place. It 
wasn’t going anywhere. 


He hopped down and put the table and chair back where they had 
been. The pack was a color similar to the aged oak of the beam, and it 
was in the shadows. Unless a person was looking for it, he didn’t think 
anyone would notice the pack lodged up where he had put it. Besides, 
it was the best he could do. 

Satisfied that he had done everything he could to keep the book, 
and the war-wizard outfit, from falling into the wrong hands, he lay 
down on the cold stone floor against the opposite wall and tried to get 
some sleep. 

He found it impossible to sleep thinking about what Six had 
promised him for the next day. Fear gnawed at him, making his mind 
race. He knew he needed to get some rest, but he just couldn’t calm 
himself. 

He did feel a sense of relief to be away from Six. He’d lost all track 
of time since he had been with the wisps and Six had been there as he 
left the ancient trees. He couldn’t think when he was with her, 
couldn’t do anything. She consumed his entire mind. 

His entire mind. 

He remembered being in this room before, with Denna. She had told 
him that he was to be her pet, and that he would be broken to her 
will. He remembered telling himself that he would let her do what she 
would, but that he would save a piece of himself, put it away, and not 
allow anyone into that part, not even himself, until he needed to 
unlock that safe place and be himself again. 

He had to do that again. He couldn’t allow Six to have all of his 
mind, the way she had since she had captured him. He could still feel 
the weight of her influence, the pull of her will, but now that he 
wasn’t in her immediate presence it seemed so much less by 
comparison that he felt free of her and able to think. Able to decide, to 
a degree, what he wanted. 

What he wanted was to be free of the witch woman. 

He created a place in his mind, as he had done so long ago in this 
very room, and he locked a part of himself away, a part of his 
strength, the core of his will, in much the same way he had hidden his 
pack away in a hidden corner where no one would find it. 

With his new ability to think, and a plan, he felt a sense of relief. 
Even though he could still feel the witch woman’s fangs in him, he felt 
that she no longer had the control she thought she did. He at last was 
able to relax a little. 

He thought then of Kahlan. Her memory brought a sad smile. He 
made himself think of happy times with her. He thought about what it 
felt like to hold her, to kiss her, to be alone in the night with her 
whispering to him how much he meant to her. 


Thinking about Kahlan, he drifted off to sleep. 


Chapter 49 


Richard woke with a start when he heard the door being unlocked. 
It was a rude awakening, because Kahlan had visited him in his 
dreams. He didn’t remember his dreams, but he did know that those 
dreams involved her. He felt suffused with her presence, as if he had 
really been with her, only to be pulled away by being awake. Once he 
was awake, her essence immediately began draining away. The loss of 
even her dream presence to cold, empty consciousness was 
disheartening. The world seemed to have been much richer in his 
dreams. Even though he didn’t remember them, those dreams seemed 
sweet, like music in the distance. Just the feel of them was enough for 
him to know that he would rather not be in the waking world. 

Richard started to sit up only to realize how much he ached from 
sleeping on the stone floor. Given how foggy his head felt, he doubted 
that he had more than a few hours’ sleep. When he saw guards spilling 
into the stone room, Richard staggered to his feet, trying to stretch his 
cramped muscles as he did so. 

Six swept into the room like an ill wind. Against her wiry black hair 
and flowing black robes, her skin looked ghostlike. Her blanched blue 
eyes fixed on him as if there was nothing else in her world but him. 
Richard felt that look come down on him as if it were the weight of a 
mountain. That look, her presence, crushed his will. 

He swam in the feeling inundating him. As she came closer, he 
fought to keep his head above the dark waters of abdication of his 
will. It felt like fighting for his life in a raging river whose powerful 
current was pulling him under. 

“Come along, we have to get to the caves. We don’t have much 
time.” 

Rather than ask what she meant by not having much time—a 
question he doubted he would have been able to summon the strength 
to ask—he instead asked something else, something for which he had 
the strength, something still strong in his thoughts. 

“Do you know where Kahlan is?” 

Six stopped and turned halfway back to peer at him. “Of course. She 
is with Jagang.” 

Jagang. Richard was stunned senseless. Six not only remembered 
Kahlan, but knew where she was. She seemed pleased by the pain she 
had so obviously just caused him. 

Six turned and marched for the door. “Now, come on. Hurry.” .; 
Something was wrong. He didn’t know what, but he could feel it in 
her power over him. She held him under her spell of seductive 
influence, like a balmy leash of iron strength, yet it was not the same 
as before. He could feel that something was different. There was a 


trace of distress in her demeanor. 

But that was hardly what concerned him. Jagang had Kahlan. He 
could not imagine how Six even knew who Kahlan was because he 
was so stunned by the meaning of those words: She is with Jagang. 

If not for the pull of Six dragging him along in her wake, Richard 
would surely have collapsed to the floor. He could not conceive of a 
worse nightmare than Jagang having Kahlan. His thoughts tumbled in 
blind panic as he followed the witch woman through the dark twists 
and turns of the stone passageways. He had to do something. He had 
to help Kahlan. Not only was she in the hands of Sisters of the Dark, 
but they were in collusion with Richard and Kahlan’s worst enemy. 

The thought uppermost in Richard’s mind—other than his fear for 
Kahlan—was that he knew where Jagang was. The emperor was on 
his way up into D’Hara, toward the People’s Palace. And now Kahlan 
was with him. 

So deep was he in thought that he found that they were outside 
before he even realized it. He understood at once what had Six so 
agitated. There were troops pouring into the grounds from every 
direction. These were the troops they had seen camped in the valley 
the night before. 

Six cursed under her breath as she looked for a way to escape the 
courtyard. At every entrance soldiers flooded in. The passageway back 
into the castle, back to the stone room, was already closed off by a 
wall of men marching into the castle grounds. 

These were all grimy men, some wearing plate armor, some chain 
mail, but most wore dark leather for protection. Studded leather straps 
crossing their chests held leather pouches with supplies, or sheathed 
knives at the ready. Hung on heavy leather belts they carried axes, 
maces, flails, and swords. They were as menacing as any men Richard 
had ever seen. The guards, in chain-mail shirts covered with red 
tunics, were not foolish enough to make an attempt to stop such men, 
especially not in such numbers. 

Richard knew without a doubt that these men pouring onto the 
grounds of the castle were Imperial Order troops. 

“By agreement,” a muscular man said as he strode up to Six, “we 
have come to see that Tamarang is secure for the cause of the Imperial 
Order.” 

“Yes, of course,” Six said. “But... this is considerably earlier than 
you were supposed to arrive.” 

The man rested a hand on the hilt of his sword as his dark eyes 
scrutinized the layout of the place. Richard recognized the quality of 
the weapons the man carried, how well made his armor was, and the 
way he immediately took charge. This was the commander of all these 


men. 

“We made good time,” he said. “Some of the towns and cities along 
the way offered no resistance, so we were able to get here now, rather 
than after winter, as we had thought.” 

“Well... please accept our welcome on behalf of the queen,” Six 
said. “I, well, I was just going to go look for her.” 

The commander wore shoulder plates of formed leather, along with 
a pressed-leather breastplate embellished with designs. Looking to 
have served him well, the leather plate had cuts and scrapes from 
fending off weapons. He had rings lining the back of his left ear and a 
tattoo of scales down over the right half of his face, as if he were half 
man, half reptile. 

“The Order operates for the good of the Order and our cause. 
Tamarang is now part of the Imperial Order. I trust all here are 
pleased to now be people of the Order?” 

The sound of boots on stone covered the sound of birds singing at 
the impending sunrise. Men closed in all around, flowing into the 
courtyard walkway right up to Richard. 

“Yes, of course,” Six said to the commander. She seemed to be 
regaining her composure. “The queen and I trust that you will honor 
the agreements made, that the castle is not to be entered by anyone 
from the Order, that the castle itself is to be left to Her Majesty, her 
advisors, and servants.” 

The man stared into her eyes for a moment. “Makes no difference to 
me. The castle is of no use to us.” He blinked, as if somewhat 
surprised to hear himself agreeing to such a thing. He puffed up his 
chest, regaining some of his fire. “But by our agreement, the rest of 
Tamarang is now a province of the empire of the Imperial Order.” 

Six bowed her head in acknowledgment. Her thin smile was back. 
“By agreement.” 

Richard noted but hardly heard the conversation. He had been using 
the loosened grip Six had on him to slip out of it. He used her 
distraction like an iron bar to pry her invisible claws off of him. He 
had managed to pry open that grip just enough to let his mind slip 
out. 

It was time he did something for himself, for Kahlan. 

Even though he had lost the gift, and had lost the Sword of Truth, 
he had not lost the lessons mastered from that weapon, much less the 
lessons learned throughout his life. He might not have had the gift, 
but he remembered the meaning of the symbols. He knew the rhythm 
of the dance with death. i He was still one with a blade. 

Now he needed only to get his hands on a blade. 

While Six and the officer decided the limits of where the men would 


go on the grounds, where they would stay out of, and what was theirs 
within the city itself, Richard glanced behind, noticing the wooden 
handles on the swords of the soldiers, and the leather handle on the 
sword of the subordinate officer right behind, just a little to Richard’s 
right. 

He smiled at the man as he pulled a copper penny from his pocket 
and casually rolled it across his knuckles. He let the penny slip and 
fall, as if he were clumsy. He squatted down to pick it up, pressing one 
hand to the sandy dirt beside the path for balance as he reached out 
for the coin, letting grit stick to his palms and fingers. He scooped up 
the penny, getting as well a small amount of sandy dirt. The officer 
behind, watching his superior speaking to Six, glanced Richard’s way 
only as Richard wiped the dirt off the penny and then returned it to a 
pocket. Six presented a much more captivating subject than an 
awkward nobody. Richard acted like he was idly brushing his hands, 
but he was really covering his palms and fingers with the grit. 

Once he began, he didn’t want his hands slipping on leather. 

Without turning, he leaned back toward the lesser officer standing 
behind him. The man was intent on the bewitching figure of Six as she 
spun her web, telling the men what she would like them to do. Out of 
his peripheral vision, Richard could see the hilt of the weapon 
hanging at the man’s hip. It was better made than the weapons carried 
by most of the men. 

As Six and the commander were talking, Richard turned a little, 
feigning a stretch. In an instant, his hand was on the sword. In another 
instant the blade was free. 

Having a weapon, a sword, in his hand, instantly flooded Richard 
with memories, forms, and skills he had spent long hours learning. 
The lessons might have in part come from otherworldly sources, but 
the knowledge was not magic. It was the experience of countless 
Seekers before Richard. Even though he didn’t have that weapon with 
him, he still had that knowledge. 

The officer, apparently half thinking Richard was just being foolish, 
made a move to recover his weapon. Richard spun the sword and with 
a backward thrust ran him through. 

Other men sprang into action. Swords came free in the cool dawn 
air. Big men freed huge crescent battle-axes from their belts, along 
with maces and flails. 

Richard was suddenly in his element. The haze was gone from his 
mind. He had not expected the part of his mind that he had locked 
away for safekeeping to be called upon this soon, but the time had 
come and he had to act. This was his chance. 

He knew where Kahlan was, and he had to get to her. 


These men were in his way. 

Richard swung, taking off an arm wielding an axe. The cry, the 
spray of blood, made the men nearby flinch. In that sliver of an 
instant, Richard made his move. He brought his sword up through 
another man lifting his sword. The man died before he even had his 
arm fully cocked back. Richard spun out of the way of weapons 
coming for him. 

Despite the sudden cacophony of metal clanging, of men yelling, 
Richard was already in a silent world of purpose. He was in control. 
These men might have thought that they had an army against him, 
but in a way that was his advantage. He didn’t fight an army. He 
fought individuals. They thought like a collective mass, a collective 
element, allowing one another to move, as if the soldiers were trying 
to be one big fighting centipede. 

That was a mistake. Richard used it to cut into them. While they 
hesitated, waiting for others to act, waiting for an opening, Richard 
was already moving through their lines, cutting them down. He let 
them swing and lunge, using strength and effort, while he floated 
through the onslaught of steel. Every time he thrust, he made contact. 
Every time he swung his weapon, he cut. It was like going through 
thick brush, slashing aside the branches that reached out at him. He 
let the momentum of the sword power the next strike, keeping it in 
continuous motion rather than using effort, and precious time, to draw 
it back. If he brought the blade down, slicing through the side of a 
man’s neck, he continued the movement, bringing the weapon up 
behind to run a man through as he rushed in, and then, as he pulled 
the blade out, he spun away as swords, axes, and flails came down 
where he had been only a moment before. It was a fluid dance, 
moving through the grunting, diving, jumping men. Slice, slice, slice, 
letting the screams fill the morning air, letting the alarm of not being 
able to stop him cause others to hesitate in fear of what could be 
happening. 

At all times, Richard kept his objective in sight. He was heading for 
the opening out of the wall. Even though he charged, wove, and 
feigned his way through the onslaught of men, he headed relentlessly 
for that opening, and his freedom. He had to get through, and then he 
could get to Kahlan. 

Richard scythed down some of the men in his way while he spun 
past others. His object was not to kill as many as he could, but to get 
to his goal of that open doorway. 

Even though orders were being shouted, soldiers were screaming in 
rage for a chance to get at him, and men were shrieking in pain as 
they were slashed open, disemboweled, or stabbed, there was quiet 
purpose in Richard’s mind. He cut from that void. He selected targets 


swiftly, and cut them down just as swiftly. He didn’t waste effort 
swinging, but cut with certainty. When he saw a leader among the 
men, a man who moved with more skill, a man others looked to in the 
attack, Richard cut into that strength. As he moved toward the 
opening in the wall, he slipped through gaps in their guard, all the 
time cutting. He didn’t allow himself to pause for an instant in his 
relentless advance. He didn’t allow the enemy to catch their breath as 
he cut into them. He cut without mercy, taking any man he could. 
Whether he looked fierce or afraid, Richard cut him down. They had 
expected him to be intimidated by their numbers, by their battle cries 
as they rushed him; he was not. He cut them down mercilessly. 

At last he made the door, beheading the man just to the left and 
then the one to the right. The opening was at last free of Imperial 
Order soldiers. Richard dashed through. 

Everything came to an abrupt halt. Beyond was a wall of archers, all 
with bows drawn, all aiming their arrows at him. Men with bows and 
men with crossbows were formed into a semicircle beyond the 
doorway, trapping him in that pocket of razor-sharp, steel-tipped 
arrows all aimed at him. Richard knew all too well that he didn’t 
stand a chance against the hundreds of arrows aimed at him, 
especially not at this close range. 

The commander appeared in the doorway. “Very impressive. I’ve 
never seen the like of it.” 

The man truly did sound amazed, but it was over. Richard heaved a 
sigh and tossed his sword down. 

The commander stepped closer, frowning as he appraised Richard, 
looking him up and down. Behind, Six appeared in the opening 
through the wall, a black silhouette against the sunrise. 

The commander folded his muscled arms. “Do you know how to 
play Ja’La dh Jin?” 

Richard thought it the oddest question he could imagine at that 
moment. In the background, beyond the rather small opening in the 
wall he had made it through, grievously injured men screamed, cried, 
and begged for help. 

Richard didn’t shy away from the commander. “Yes, I know how to 
play the game of life.” 

The man smiled at Richard using the translation of Ja’La dh Jin 
from the emperor’s tongue. 

The commander, looking far from concerned about the numbers of 
his men Richard had cut down, smiled to himself as he shook his head 
in wonder. Richard wasn’t concerned for the dead and injured, either. 
They had chosen to be a part of a conquering army, to plunder, rape, 
and murder people who had done them no wrong, people who had 


committed the sin of not believing in the ways of the Order, people 
who had wished to live their own lives free. 

Six stalked up beside the commander. “I appreciate your valiant 
efforts to apprehend this dangerous man. He is a condemned prisoner 
and my responsibility. His punishment is to be directed by the queen 
herself.” 

The commander glanced over at her. “He just killed a number of my 
men. He is my prisoner now.” 

Six looked ready to spit fire. “I’ll not allow—” 

Hundreds of arrows all lifted as one to point right at the woman. 
She froze still and silent, appraising the threat. Like Richard, she 
obviously knew that her talent was no match for this many massed 
men with weapons that could be released with a twitch. It would take 
only one twitch to end her life. 

“This man is my prisoner,” Six said to the commander in a quiet but 
firm voice. “I was just taking him to the queen for—” 

“He’s my prisoner now. Go back to the castle. The grounds belong 
to the Order now. This is no longer the queen’s—or your—dominion. 
This man is ours now.” 

“But I—” 

“You are dismissed. Or do you wish to break our agreement, and 
have us slaughter the whole lot of you?” 

Six’s blanched blue eyes swept the hundreds of men aiming arrows 
at her. “Of course our agreement stands, Commander.” She turned her 
intense eyes on the man. “I have honored it, as agreed, and so will 
you.” 

He tipped his head in a slight bow. “Very well. Now, leave us to our 
duty. As agreed, you, as well as those in charge here, may go about 
your business, go where you wish, and my men will not accost you, 
them, or the castle staff.” 

With one final murderous look at Richard, she turned and stalked 
away. Along with the commander and all his men, Richard watched 
the witch woman glide through the opening in the wall and up the 
bloody path among the dead and dying, not giving them so much as a 
second look as she headed for the entrance to the castle. Men parted 
for her, letting her through. 

The commander turned back to Richard. “What is your name?” 

Richard knew that he couldn’t give his real name. He couldn’t even 
give the name he grew up with, Richard Cypher. If he did, he was 
liable to be recognized for who he really was. His mind raced as he 
tried to think of another name he could use. The name Zedd liked to 
use when he needed to disguise his identity popped into his head. 

“Pm Ruben Rybnik.” 


“Well, Ruben, I will give you a choice. We could skin you alive, 
stake you out, slit open your belly, and let you watch as the vultures 
pull your intestines out and fight over them.” 

Richard knew he wouldn’t have to face such a fate, because all he 
would have to do was attack and the archers would kill him. Still, he 
didn’t want to die. He couldn’t help Kahlan if he was dead. 

“T don’t much like that choice. You have another?” : 

A sly smile spread on the man’s face, befitting the reptilian half with 
the scale tattoos. “Yes, as a matter of fact I do. You see, the different 
divisions of the army have Ja’La teams. Ours is made up of a mix of 
my men and the very best of those we have come across—men blessed 
by the Creator with exceptional talent. 

“It was quite impressive the way you made your way through all 
those men and to the opening in the wall, like you were making your 
way toward a goal. You continued on toward that goal without 
allowing yourself to be stopped no matter what the men threw at 
you... well, you’re a natural point man.” 

“Dangerous position, being the point man.” 

The commander shrugged. “That is the game of life. We are absent a 
point man right now. He died in the last game. As he was evading a 
blocking man he missed a catch and the broc stove in his ribs. They 
punctured his lungs. It was a messy, painful death.” 

“That doesn’t sound like a very tempting job.” 

The commander’s eyes gleamed with menace. “If you would rather, 
you can take your chances without your skin, watching the vultures 
fight over your bowels.” 

“Would I get the chance to play the emperor’s team?” 

“The emperor’s team,” the commander repeated. He stared at 
Richard for a moment, interested that he would have asked such a 
question. “You really are a competitive sort.” He finally nodded. “All 
sanctioned Ja’La teams dream of having a chance to face the 
emperor’s team. If you show your worth, and help us win tournaments 
with your skill as point man, then, yes, you might very well get the 
chance to play the emperor’s team. If you survive that long.” 

“Then Pd like to join.” 

The commander smiled. “You are thinking of being a hero? Is that 
it? A Ja’La player who is cheered? A player of renown?” 

“Perhaps.” 

The commander leaned a little closer. “I think you are dreaming of 
the women such a victory would earn you. The looks in the eyes of 
beautiful females. The smiles of attractive women.” 

Richard thought of Kahlan’s beautiful green eyes, her smile. 

“Yes, that thought had crossed my mind.” 


“Crossed your mind!” The man snorted a laugh. “Well, Ruben, 
banish the thought. You are not a player who has come to join. You 
are a captive, and a dangerous one at that. We have provisions for 
players of your kind. You will be put in a cage and taken by wagon. 
You will be let out to play, or to practice, but otherwise you will be no 
more than a caged animal. During practice sessions you will have to 
work hard to learn to work with the rest of the team, to learn their 
strengths and weaknesses—after all, you are the point man. But even 
so, you will not be one man alone.” 

Richard didn’t see an alternative. “I understand.” 

The commander took a deep breath as he hooked his thumbs in his 
weapons belt. “Good. If you play well, if you do your best in every 
game, and if we should happen to beat the emperor’s team, I will 
allow you to have your choice of the women who will be gathered, 
eager to lie with the players.” 

“With the victors,” Richard corrected. 

The commander nodded. “With the victors.” He lifted a finger. 
“Make one wrong step in the meantime, and you will be killed.” 

“Bargain struck,” Richard said. “You have your new point man.” 

The commander lifted an arm, signaling other officers closer. They 
came to attention before the commander. 

“Have the wagon brought up—the one with the iron box—for our 
new point man, here. I think you already know how dangerous he is. 
Handle him as such. I want to unleash his talent against our 
opponents.” 

The officer gave Richard an appraising glance. “It would be nice to 
win more than on occasion.” 

The commander nodded as he started reeling off orders. “Post 
guards near the castle and in town, enough to insure that there will be 
no trouble from the people of Tamarang. Then have all the laborers 
start setting up the stations for our supply trains. You'll first have to 
find a place big enough. Look just outside the city, near the river. 

“Summer is waning. Winter will be here before you know it, and the 
supply trains soon coming up through here will be large and often. All 
our troops in the New World will be needing supplies to last them the 
coming winter. 

“The city of Tamarang will provide what our men will need for the 
construction. There is a port on the river where the lumber is to be 
brought in, so you will need to make provisions for roads to the new 
site, and for the barracks for all the men who will eventually be 
billeted here.” 

One of the officers nodded. “We have all the plans ready.” 

Richard could only assume that the Order intended to use the city of 


Tamarang for help in all the construction for the depot. He had seen 
them do such things before. It was easier to deal with places that were 
eager to join in the Order than to destroy everything and then just 
have to build it up again. 

“T will be leaving at once with our troops and this supply train,” the 
commander told the officers. “Jagang wants all the men he can get for 
the assault on the D’Haran Empire.” 

The leader of the D’Haran Empire stood quietly listening to the 
plans for the final assault on the people of the New World, for the 
slaughter of those who believed in freedom, for the battle that he had 
made sure would never happen. 


Chapter 50 

Rachel woke when she heard Violet padding around the bedroom. 
Through the little slit in the door of her iron box, Rachel could see the 
tall window across the room. Even though the heavy royal blue drapes 
were drawn, she could tell by the color of the light coming in the 
narrow gap between them that it was just dawn. 

Queen Violet did not ordinarily get up this early. 

Rachel listened, trying to hear what Violet was doing. She heard a 
long yawn, and then the sounds of the cave queen getting dressed. 

Rachel’s legs were cramped from being in the box all night. She 
wanted to get out and stretch. That was not a desire she dared to 
voice, though. At least they hadn’t put the tongue clamp on her the 
night before; sometimes Violet didn’t feel like bothering. 

All of a sudden there was a BANG, BANG, BANG that made Rachel 
jump, made her heart race. It was Violet beating the heel of her shoe 
on the top of the iron box. 

“Wake up,” Violet said. “Big day. A messenger slipped a note under 
the door in the night. Six returned—a few hours before dawn.” 

The queen whistled as she went about dressing. That in itself was a 
little unusual, because the queen usually called in her attendants to 
get out her clothes and dress her. Now she was dressing herself, and 
whistling while she did it. Rachel had rarely heard Violet whistle. It 
was pretty clear that she was in a good mood because of Six returning. 

Rachel’s heart sank at all that meant. 

What little light came into the sleeping box darkened as Violet’s 
eyes appeared just outside the slit in the door. “She has Richard with 
her. The spells I drew all worked. Today is going to be the worst day 
of his life. I will see to that. Today, he begins to pay for his crimes 
against me.” 

Violet’s face vanished. The whistling started in again as the queen 
crossed the room, finished getting dressed, and drew on stockings and 
laced boots. In a few moments she returned and leaned close again. 

“Pm going to let you watch while the men whip him.” She cocked 
her head. “What do you have to say?” 

In the back corner of her box, Rachel swallowed. “Thank you, 
Queen Violet.” 

Violet snickered as she straightened. “He won’t have an inch of flesh 
left on his back by the time the sun sets today.” She went a short 
distance to the desk in the corner and then returned. Rachel heard the 
key turn in the lock. The lock made a metallic clang as it popped 
open, banging against the iron door. Violet pulled the lock off the 
hasp. “And that’s only the beginning of what I will have done to him. 
P1l—” 


There was an urgent knock at the door. A muffled voice demanded 
that the door be opened. It was Six’s voice. 

“Hold on, I’m coming,” Violet shouted across the room. 

Rachel moved a little closer to the slit and saw Violet hurriedly 
hook the lock back through the hasp. She pushed it to lock it again 
just as Six banged on the door. 

“All right, all right,” Violet said as she let go of the lock and rushed 
across the room. She turned the latch on the big, heavy door and 
almost immediately it burst open. Six swept into the room, all dark 
and towering like a thunderhead. 

“You have him, right? He’s here, locked up where I told you to put 
him?” Violet asked, her voice filled with trembling excitement as Six 
closed the big door. “We can start punishing him immediately. I will 
have the guards assemble—” 

“The army took him.” 

Rachel moved closer to the iron door and cautiously peered out the 
slit. Six was standing just inside the door. The queen’s back was to 
Rachel. Violet stood in a white satin dress with a deep blue belt and 
laced boots over her white stockings, staring up at the stark figure of 
the witch woman. 

“What?” 

“Imperial Order troops appeared right before dawn. They’re 
flooding into the city as I speak, into the grounds of the castle. There 
are thousands of them—tens of thousands of them—maybe hundreds 
of thousands of them for all I know.” 

Violet looked confused, not wanting to believe what she was 
hearing as she searched for words. “But that can’t be. The message 
you sent said that he was locked up, just as I instructed, locked up in 
the cell where he hurt me.” 

“ ‘Was’ is the operative word. We arrived in the night and I locked 
him up just as you wished. Then I sent you the message and saw to a 
few things, waiting for morning. 

“I was bringing him with me, just now. I was bringing him to face 
you when we encountered the occupying soldiers. It’s one of those 
massive advance columns of reinforcements. Their purpose is not a 
slaughter and rampage; they want to establish a staging area in 
Tamarang for other supply trains coming up from the Old World. They 
were open to my offers of—” 

“What about Richard!” 

Six heaved a sigh. “I was too late. There was nothing I could do. 
The troops were pouring in from every direction. Our men had no 
chance to stop them. Those who tried were swept aside. I thought that 
it was best to deal with the Order’s men myself, to try to find a way to 


secure safety for you, and your staff, while I had the chance. 

“While I was speaking to the commander, insuring favorable terms 
for us in return for help in what they want to do with establishing 
supply routes, all of a sudden Richard came up with a sword.” 

Violet planted her fists on her hips. “What do you mean, he ‘came 
up with a sword’?” Her temper, along with her voice, was rising by 
the moment. “You saw to it that he doesn’t have his sword.” 

“No, it wasn’t the Sword of Truth. It was another sword. Just a plain 
sword. He must have grabbed it from a soldier when no one was 
looking. Plain though it may have been, he knew how to use it. All of 
a sudden a war broke out. Richard was like death itself unleashed. He 
was killing Imperial Order troops by the dozens. It was madness. The 
men thought they were facing a major battle. Everyone went into 
combat without even knowing what they were up against. Things just 
went crazy in an instant. 

“T can’t control pandemonium on that level. There were too many 
men, there was too much violence. I would have needed some time to 
gain control and there was no time. Richard made it out through the 
wall—” 

“He escaped! After all this, he escaped!” 

“No. Outside the wall waited hundreds of archers. They had him 
trapped. He was captured.” 

Violet sighed in relief. “Good. For a moment I thought—” 

“No, not good. The commander would not release him. Because 
Richard had killed so many of his men, the commander wanted 
Richard as a prisoner. They probably intend to execute him. I doubt 
he will live to see tomorrow. 

“Once in the castle, on the way up here, I looked out a window and 
saw them put Richard in an iron box in a wagon. They took him away 
with the column of troops heading north.” 

Violet blinked indignation. “You let him get away? You let those 
filthy nobodies take him—take my prize?” 

In the sudden quiet, Rachel saw Six’s glare darken. She had never 
seen the witch woman give the queen such a look before, and she 
thought that Violet would do well to be a little more prudent. 

“I had no choice,” Six said with an icy inflection to her words. 
“There were hundreds of archers pointing arrows at me. They left me 
no choice in the matter. It’s not like I wanted to give Richard over to 
them. A lot of work has gone into this.” 

“You should have stopped it! You have powers!” 

“Not enough for—” 

“You boneheaded moron! You stupid, stupid, worthless, no-good 
dim-witted jackass! I trust you with an important task and you don’t 


even see it through for me! I’ll have you whipped to within an inch of 
your life for this! You’re no better than the rest of my worthless, no- 
good advisors! Pll have you whipped in Richard’s place to teach you 
yours!” 

Rachel flinched at the resounding sound of the slap. It knocked 
Violet from her feet. She landed on her bottom on the floor. 

“How dare you touch me in that way,” Violet said, comforting her 
cheek. “TIl have you beheaded for this. Guards! I need you!” 

Almost immediately there was a knock at the double doors. 

Six opened one of them. Two men with pikes looked at the queen 
sitting on the floor, and then up into the blanched blue eyes of the 
woman holding the door handle. 

“If you dare to knock on this door again,” Six hissed, “I will eat your 
raw livers for my breakfast and wash it down with your blood.” 

The two men turned as white as Six. “Sorry to bother you, Mistress,” 
one said. “Yes, sorry,” the other said as they turned tail and ran off 
down the hall. 

With a growl of rage Six grabbed Violet by her hair and lifted her to 
her feet. The witch woman unleashed a blow that sent Violet tumbling 
across the floor, leaving strings of blood across the carpets in her 
wake. 

“You ungrateful little brat. ’'ve had about all I can stomach of you. 
I’ve endured it long enough. From now on, you will keep that tongue 
still or I will rip out what I gave you back.” 

Her long, bony fingers seized Violet by the hair and pulled her up 
again, then slammed the queen against the wall. Rachel could see 
Violet’s arms hanging limp. She made no move to defend herself as Six 
struck her time after time. Blood ran from Violet’s nose, from her 
mouth, and was splattered across the wall. A bib of blood stood out 
against the white satin of Violet’s dress. 

When the tall witch woman released the queen, she dropped into a 
heap on the floor and fell to helpless sobbing. 

“Shut up!” Six roared, her anger building. “Stand! Stand up this 
instant or never stand again!” 

Violet struggled to her feet, finally standing before Six, looking up 
at her, her eyes filled not only with tears, but terror. 

Violet lifted her chin. She visibly pushed her fear aside and grasped 
at indignation, instead. “How dare you touch your queen in such a 
fashion. I will—” 

“Queen?” Six sneered. “You were never anything more than a 
puppet queen. Now, you are no longer even that. You are no longer 
queen. As of this moment, you resign. 

“T am the queen, now. Not like you, a pompous little twit who 


thinks herself important because of the extravagance of her tantrums, 
but a real queen. A queen with real power. Queen Six. Got it?” 

When Violet started crying in angry resentment, Six slapped her 
hard enough to toss her head aside and throw yet more blood against 
the lacy, powder blue designs stenciled on the wall. Again, faced with 
an angry witch woman, Violet didn’t respond, even to ward the 
assault. 

Six rested her fists on her knobby hips as she leaned down toward 
Violet. “I asked if you got it.” 

Violet, on the edge of ragged panic at hearing the deadly threat in 
Six’s voice, nodded. 

“Say it!” Six slapped her again. “Answer your queen properly!” 

Violet’s sobs grew louder, as if that alone would save her throne. 

“Say it or Pll have you boiled alive, chopped up, and fed to the 
hogs.” 

“Yes... Queen Six.” 

“Very good,” Six hissed with a venomous smile. She straightened. 
“Now, what good can you be to me?” She looked up at the ceiling, 
touching a finger to her chin in royal contemplation. “Should I even 
bother to keep you alive? Yes, I know—you will be the court artist. A 
petty member of my staff. Do your job properly and you live. Fail me 
in any way, and you will be boiled and fed to the hogs. Got it?” 

Violet nodded at the glare that focused on her. “Yes, Queen Six.” 

Six smiled with grim pride at how quickly she had brought Violet to 
task. She seized the former queen’s collar behind her neck. 

“Now, we have urgent business. We can still save this mess.” 

“But how?” Violet whined. “Without Richard—” 

“Tve clipped his fangs. His gift is mine for now and he will remain 
cut off from it. I will decide when the time is right to deal with him. 

“As for the rest of it, there is another way, but it is, unfortunately, 
more difficult. I only used Richard in the first place because certain 
aspects of it were less complicated. It also kept you quiet and working 
without complaint while I pulled your strings. The other way is far 
more complex because, unlike Richard, a number of other people are 
involved, so we must get started at once.” 

“What other way?” 

Six flashed an affected smile. “You will draw some more pictures for 
me.” She opened the door with one hand and with the other dragged 
Violet out into the hall. “I need you to draw a woman. A woman with 
an iron collar around her neck.” 

“What woman are you talking about?” Violet asked in a trembling 
voice. 

Rachel could just barely see them out in the hallway as Six reached 


for the doorknob. “You don’t remember her. It will be harder to do 
because of that, but I can instruct you in how to accomplish the 
elements that I will need. Still, it will be more difficult than anything 
you’ve done before. I’m afraid that it will test not only your ability, 
but your strength and endurance. If you don’t want to end up in the 
trough as hog slop, you will put your all into it. Got it?” 

“Yes, Queen Six,” Violet said in a voice choked with tears. 

As Six started to march away, dragging Violet along, she slammed 
the bedroom door closed behind her. 

In the sudden silence, Rachel held her breath, wondering if they 
would remember her and return. She waited, but then finally had to 
let the breath out. Violet had replaced the lock, so she probably 
wouldn’t give Rachel a second thought. Violet had a lot bigger 
problems, now, than worrying about letting Rachel out. 

Rachel feared that she was going to die in the cursed box. Would 
anyone ever let her out? Would Six return and put Rachel to death? 
After all, Rachel had only been kept around for Violet’s amusement. 
There was no longer any reason for Six to keep up the pretense. 

Six was in charge, now. 

Rachel knew most of the people who worked in the castle. She knew 
that none of them would dare to say a word when Six told them that 
she was now the queen. Everyone was afraid of Violet, because she 
had people punished and put to death, but everyone was more afraid 
of Six because she was the one who enforced Violet’s whims. Besides, 
when Six said things to people, they just seemed to lose their ability to 
do anything but what she’d told them to do. Those who crossed Six 
seemed to vanish. It occurred to Rachel that the hogs looked well fed. 

Rachel thought again about how when Six was slapping Violet, 
Violet didn’t even make an attempt to protect herself with her hands. 
Rachel knew that Six was a witch woman. Witch women had a way of 
making people forget how to fight against what was happening. They 
just did as she said, no matter how much they didn’t want to. Like the 
two guards. They saw the queen on the floor with a bloody nose, 
calling for help, but they quickly chose to do as Six told them, not 
Violet. 


Chapter 51 

Rachel sat in her iron box for a while, thinking, worrying, 
wondering what would become of her. 

And then she had a thought. 

Carefully, quietly, even though there was no one in the room and 
the door was closed, she pressed herself tight up against the door. She 
put one eye right up to the slit. First, she looked around, fearful that 
the witch woman might somehow be watching her. The witch woman 
sometimes came to her in the night... in her dreams. If Six had 
materialized in the center of the room, Rachel wouldn’t have been at 
all shocked. There were plenty of whispers among the staff of the 
strange things that had been happening at the castle since the woman 
had arrived. 

But the room was empty. There was no one there, no tall figure in 
black robes. 

Confident that she was alone, Rachel peered over at the lock. She 
had to stare awhile, because she wasn’t sure that what she was seeing 
was real. 

The lock, hanging in the hasp, wasn’t locked. 

Rachel remembered Violet pushing at it as Six knocked on the door, 
but in her haste she must not have gotten it locked. If Rachel could get 
the lock out of the hasp, she could open the door. She could get out. 

Six had taken Violet to the cave. Violet and Six were gone. 

Rachel tried to reach through the slit to pull the lock off, but it was 
too far. She needed a stick, or something to reach it. She cast about 
inside her sleeping box, but there was nothing. There was no stick just 
lying around. There were plenty of things outside the box that she 
could have used, but they were outside the box. 

As long as that lock was hooked through the loop of steel sticking 
out through the slot in the hasp, there was no way Rachel could push 
open the door. The lock might as well have been locked. 

She flopped back down on her blanket, dejected, her hope gone. She 
missed Chase. For a time her life had been a dream. She had a family, 
a wonderful father who watched over her and taught her so many 
things. Rachel idly pulled on the loose end of the coarse thread that 
had been used to sew the edging on the blanket. Chase would be 
disappointed to see her giving up so easily, to see her moping, but 
what was she to do? There was nothing she had in her box that she 
could use to get the lock off. She had on a dress, and boots. Her boots 
wouldn’t fit through the slit. The only other thing she had was her 
sleeping blanket. Violet had taken everything away from her. She had 
nothing. 

As she pulled, more of the heavy thread unraveled. As Rachel 


looked down at the thread looped around the end of her finger, 
inspiration struck. 

She started pulling at the thread, pulling out the stitches, pulling 
more of it free. She soon had the entire end of the blanket undone and 
she had a long length of thread. She doubled it over and rolled it 
between her palm and leg, twisting it into a heavier thread. It was 
long enough to make several layers, all rolled together into a sturdy 
string. She made a loop in the end and then went to the slit. 

Carefully, she cast out the string, trying to get the loop over the lock 
so that she could hook it and pull it up, out of the hasp. It sounded a 
lot easier than it was. The string wasn’t heavy enough to throw with 
any accuracy. Rachel tried several different ways of doing it, but it 
always fell short or, if it did get over the top loop of the lock, it just 
slid off over the side. It just didn’t want to go down over the far side 
to hook the lock’s shank. The string was too light to throw well, but at 
the same time it was too stiff to drape over the lock those times when 
it did land where she wanted it. 

Yet again, she managed to get the end of the string to land over the 
lock. The end, though, dangled out at an angle rather than lying down 
where she could slip it over the open shank of the lock. 

She brought the string back in and wet it with spit, then tried again. 
The wet string was a little heavier. She was able to throw it with a 
little more accuracy. Her hand was getting sore and tired from trying 
because she had to twist it sideways to cast the string. It seemed she 
had been at it all morning. The string kept getting dry. 

Rachel brought the string back in and wet it in her mouth, getting it 
good and soaked. She went to the slit and cast it. The first time it 
landed over the lock. The loop of the string was just below the end of 
the lock’s shank. 

Rachel froze. This was as close as she’d ever gotten it. It was 
difficult to have her hand out of the slit and then to be able to see 
through the little space that was left over. She could see, though, that 
if she pulled, the string would be pulled up and not hook over the 
shank where she needed it to hook. 

The string, as wet as it was, was adhering to the long bar that 
latched when it was locked. Rachel had an idea. She carefully began 
to roll the string between her finger and thumb. With the string stuck 
with her spit to the metal, it rolled, sticking, until the end flopped 
over. Rachel blinked as she stared. It looked like the loop was right 
where she needed it to be. She was afraid to move, afraid to make a 
mistake, afraid to lose her chance, afraid to make the wrong move 
because she hadn’t thought it through well enough. 

Chase had always told her that she had to use her head—her 
judgment, he called it—and then act on that judgment. 


By every measure she could judge, the loop was in the right place. If 
she pulled, and the string stayed stuck with her spit to the shank of 
the lock, the loop would hook over the end of the bar. Her heart 
pounded in her chest. She realized that she was panting. 

Holding her breath, Rachel began ever so carefully to pull the 
string. The flat end of the metal caught the loop. If she pulled too 
hard, it might just pop off. 

She lowered her fingers to change the angle of the pull, to help it 
pull the loop over the end, rather than slip off. 

The loop stretched tight and then slipped over the end of the lock’s 
shank. She could hardly believe it. Carefully, steadily, she pulled the 
string upward, sliding the lock up out of the hasp. When it was almost 
out of the loop of metal, the notched end of the bar on the lock caught 
the hasp. She tried pulling just a little harder, but with the way it was 
caught it only made the lock twist at an angle, rather than lift. Rachel 
feared to pull too hard. She was afraid that the string would break. 

She had doubled the thread over several times, making the string 
several layers thick. She figured that it was probably pretty strong. 
The question she couldn’t answer was how strong it was, and if it was 
strong enough if she pulled harder. She released some of the tension 
and let the lock lower, then jerked it a little, twitching it rapidly up 
and down, trying to jiggle the shaft of the metal bar up through the 
hoop. 

Suddenly, the lock jumped up out of the hasp and fell. It dangled 
from the string, swinging back and forth beneath Rachel’s hand 
sticking out of the slit. 

She pushed, and the door squeaked open. With the backs of her 
hands, Rachel wiped the tears of relief from her cheeks. She had 
gotten herself free. If only Chase could have seen what she had 
accomplished. 

Now she had to escape the castle before Violet or Six returned. 
Rachel didn’t know if Violet was aware that she hadn’t latched the 
lock. If she knew she hadn’t locked it, and she mentioned it to Six, 
they would be back. 

Rachel immediately headed for the big door, but then she 
remembered something important. She turned and ran to the desk in 
the corner. She pulled the angled lid down into the position Violet 
used when she wrote notes on who was to be punished or put to 
death. Rachel grabbed the gold knob on the bottom, center drawer 
and pulled the drawer out. She set it aside, then reached her hand way 
into the back and felt around. Her fingers touched something metal. 

She brought it out. It was the key. Violet hadn’t taken it out yet. It 
was still there, where she kept it for the night. 


Relieved, Rachel slipped the key down into her boot and then 
replaced the door and shut the lid of the desk. 

Remembering her sleeping box, she closed the door and put the lock 
through the hasp. She pushed the lock, making sure it latched closed. 
She tugged just to make sure that it was secure—something Violet had 
failed to do. If anyone came in the room they might suspect that 
Rachel was still safely locked in her box. If she was lucky, Six or 
Violet wouldn’t even look and by then Rachel would be long gone. 

She ran to the big double doors and opened one just a sliver to peek 
out. She didn’t see anyone in the hall. She slipped out the door, 
closing it quietly behind her. 

Checking around again, she made for the stairs, then raced up as 
quietly as she could. On the next floor, in a hallway of wood paneling 
without windows, Rachel headed for the room that would be locked. 
There were reflector lights still lit. They were kept lit throughout the 
night in case the queen ever wanted to go to her jewel room. As she 
hurried down the hall, she hopped on one foot as she reached down 
into her boot to retrieve the key. 

Key in hand, Rachel looked over her shoulder as she arrived at the 
door she was looking for. Just then she saw a man in the distance 
coming down the hall. He was one of the butlers. Rachel knew him by 
his face, but she didn’t know his name. 

“Mistress Rachel?” he said, frowning as he reached her. 

Rachel nodded. “Yes, what is it?” 

“Exactly.” He glanced to the door. “What is it?” 

Chase had taught her to turn things around on people asking 
questions she didn’t want to answer. He had also taught her how to 
turn suspicions around to make it look like the other person was up to 
no good. They’d often made it into a game at camp. She knew that she 
had to do that now. This time, though, it was not a game. It was 
deadly serious. 

She put on her best scowl. Chase had taught her how to do that, 
too. He’d said for her to just imagine that a boy wanted to kiss her. 

“What does it look like it is?” 

The man arched an eyebrow at her. “It looks like you’re about to go 
into the queen’s jewel room.” 

“Do you intend to rob me of the queen’s jewels I’ve been sent to get 
for her? Is that why you were lurking around the corner, waiting for 
someone to be sent to the queen’s jewel room? So you can rob them?” 

“Lurking—rob you—why no, of course not. I merely want to know 


RF 


“You want to know?” Rachel put her hands on her hips. “You want 
to know? Are you in charge of the jewels? Why don’t you go ask 


Queen Violet what you want to know? I’m sure she won’t mind a 
butler questioning her. Maybe she will only have you whipped and 
not beheaded. 

“Pm on her business, getting something for her. Do I need to go get 
some guards to protect me and the queen’s jewels I’m to take back to 
her?” 

“Guards? Why of course not—” 

“Then what business have you with this business?” She looked one 
way and then another, but saw no one. “Guards!” she yelled, but not 
too loudly. “Guards! A thief is after the queen’s jewels!” 

The man panicked, trying to get her to be quiet, but then 
abandoned the attempt and rushed off without another word. He 
never even looked back. Rachel quickly unlocked the door, checked 
the hall again, and then slipped inside. She didn’t think anyone had 
heard her, but she didn’t want to take any more time than necessary. 

She didn’t give the shiny, polished wall of little wooden drawers a 
second look. The dozens and dozens of little drawers were filled with 
necklaces, bracelets, brooches, tiaras, and rings. She immediately went 
instead to the fancy white marble pedestal that stood by itself in the 
opposite corner of the jewel room. Atop it had once stood Queen 
Milena’s favorite object, the jeweled box she fawned over at every 
opportunity. 

Now in its place was a box that looked like it was made of the 
Keeper’s blackest thoughts. It was so black that the room filled with 
precious jewels seemed trivial in the presence of something so 
monumentally sinister. 

Rachel had hated touching Queen Milena’s jeweled box of Orden. 
She hated the thought of touching this even more. 

She had to do it, though. 

She knew she had to hurry if she was to have any chance of getting 
away. There was no telling if Violet would remember that the iron 
sleeping box in her room hadn’t been locked. She might tell Six—or 
Six might just read her thoughts. Rachel suspected that Six was 
capable of doing such things. If they knew Rachel wasn’t locked in 
that box, they would come back. 

Rachel took the black box down off the white marble pedestal and 
stuffed it into the leather bag that was sitting against the wall. It was 
the same bag that Samuel had used to bring Six the box. 

On the way to the door, Rachel paused before the tall, wood-framed 
mirror. She hated looking at herself in the mirror, hated seeing her 
hair, the way that Violet had chopped it all off. When she had lived at 
the castle before, back when she had been Princess Violet’s playmate, 
Rachel hadn’t been allowed to let her hair grow because she was a 


nobody. As soon as Violet had Rachel back, one of the first things she 
did was take a big pair of shears and chop off Rachel’s long, beautiful 
blond hair. This was the first time she had really had a chance to get a 
good look at it, though, an up-close look. 

She wiped tears from her cheek. 

Chase had told her, when she first went with him, that if she 
wanted to be his daughter she would have to let her hair grow. Her 
hair had grown long and lustrous over the last couple of years, and 
she felt as if she really had grown to be his daughter. She didn’t look 
the same in the mirror, now, as she had the last time she had stood in 
this room, looking at herself in the mirror when she had been helping 
Wizard Giller steal the jeweled box of Orden. Her features were 
different now. Less childlike, less... cute. 

Now she was starting the gangly phase, as Chase called it, before 
she would bloom into the beauty of being a woman that he promised 
she would one day. That day seemed an impossibly long way off. 
Besides, without Chase, no one would be there to see her grow up, or 
care. 

Now Chase was dead and her hair was chopped off again. Violet 
had not simply chopped it off, either, but had cut it in ragged cuts, 
bits and pieces, chunks and wads. It made her look like a cur dog that 
slept beside the midden heap. There was something else, though, that 
Rachel saw in that mirror. She saw the woman she would be one day, 
the woman Chase promised she would be. 

What would Chase think if he could see her now, with her hair all 
chopped up? 

Rachel pushed her thoughts to the back of her mind and swung the 
leather bag held closed with a drawstring over her shoulder. She 
opened the door just enough to look down the hall, then opened it a 
little more to look the other way. Still all clear. She hurriedly went out 
into the hall, and closed and locked the door. 

She remembered the halls and passageways of the castle as well as 
she remembered the curve of Chase’s smile when she made him smile 
when he tried not to. She always like that best when he laughed when 
he was trying to scowl at her. 

She took the servants’ stairs so as to avoid the most guards. They 
stayed mostly to the main halls and such. People were going about 
their duties without pause. None of them yet knew that there was a 
new queen. She didn’t know what people would think of such a thing. 
Rachel knew that people hated Violet, but they were terrified of Six. 

Washwomen carrying bundles turned as they gossiped, watching 
Rachel run past. Men carrying supplies didn’t pay her any attention. 
Rachel didn’t meet the eyes of any of them lest they ask her 
something. 


She reached the door out into a side hall that had a way out of the 
castle. She went around a corner and came face-to-face with two 
guards. They wore the red tunics over their chain mail and carried 
pikes with gleaming points. Swords hung from their belts. 

Rachel could clearly see that they had no intention of letting her 
pass without finding out what she was doing there and where she was 
going. 

“You must get away!” Rachel cried out at them. “Hurry!” She 
turned and pointed behind her. “The Imperial Order troops are 
entering the castle—back that way!” 

One of the men gripped his pike with both hands and rested his 
weight on it. “We have nothing to fear from those men. They’re our 
allies.” 

“They intend to behead all the queen’s guards! I heard the 
commander giving them their orders! Behead them all, he said! More 
for us, he said. The soldiers all drew their big battle-axes. They were 
told they could keep anything on the men they behead. Hurry! They’re 
coming! Save yourselves!” 

Both men’s mouths fell open. 

“That way!” Rachel shouted, pointing toward the servants’ stairs. 
“They won’t think to look there. Hurry! I’ll warn the others!” 

The men nodded their thanks and headed for the door to the 
servants’ stairs. When they had vanished, Rachel started out once 
more, quickly making the door out of the castle. She took to the 
pathway that the servants used when going to town to get things they 
needed for the running of the castle. There were big soldiers, 
fearsome-looking men, who were patrolling everywhere, but they 
didn’t seem to be bothering the servants, so Rachel fell in with some 
carpenters and walked along beside the tall wheel of their handcart. 
She hid her face behind the load of boards. 

The soldiers paid only casual interest to the servants going about 
their work, mostly watching the prettier women. Rachel kept her head 
down and kept walking. With her hair all chopped off she looked like 
a nobody, and none of the soldiers stopped her. 

Once beyond the big stone wall, she kept walking along with the 
servants until they went through a patch of woods that was right up 
close to the path. She glanced back over her shoulder and didn’t see 
any soldiers looking her way. 

Quick as a cat, Rachel slipped into the trees. As soon as she was in 
among the thick balsams and pines, she started running. She took deer 
paths through the bramble, following any she could find that went 
west or north. Once she was running, panic came out of nowhere and 
took control of her legs. All she could think about was getting away. 


This was her chance. She had to run. 

If the Imperial Order soldiers caught her out here, she knew that she 
would be in trouble. She wasn’t sure what they would do to her, but 
she had a pretty good general idea. Chase had given her those lessons 
one dark night by the campfire. He told her something of what men 
like that would do to her. 

He told her not to let herself get caught by men like that. He told 
her that if she was facing such men, and capture, she had to fight 
them with everything she had. Chase said that he hadn’t meant to 
scare her, but hoped to keep her safe. Still, it made her cry and she 
only felt better when he sheltered her under his big arm. 

She realized that she had nothing with which to fight. Her knives 
had all been taken away. She wished she had been smarter and before 
she left the castle had taken a quick look in Violet’s room to see if she 
could find any of her knives. She was so eager to get away that she 
never thought of it. She should have at least gone through the 
kitchens when she’d been down in the service areas and gotten a 
knife. She was so busy congratulating herself over a piece of string, 
and that she had gotten away, that she had never thought about 
getting a weapon. Chase was probably angry enough to come back to 
life and scold her for being so thoughtless. Her face burned with 
shame. 

She stopped when she saw a stout branch lying on the ground. She 
picked it up and tested its strength. It seemed sound. She whacked it 
against a fir tree and it made a solid sound. It was a little heavier than 
she would have wanted to carry, but at least she had something. 

She slowed to a trot and kept moving, trying to put as much 
distance between her and the castle as she could. She didn’t know 
when they would discover her missing, and she didn’t know if Six 
could track as well as she could do everything else. Rachel wondered 
if Six might be able to gaze into a bowl of water and see where Rachel 
was. That made her run faster again. 

By early afternoon she came across a trail. It looked like it headed 
roughly north. She knew that Aydindril was somewhere to the north. 
She didn’t know if she could find something that far away, but she 
couldn’t think of anywhere else to go. If she could get back to the 
Keep, back to Zedd, he would help her. 

She was so deep in thought that she didn’t even see the man until 
she almost ran into him. She looked up and realized that it was an 
Imperial Order soldier. 

“Well, well, what have we here?” 

As he started to reach down for her, Rachel swung the club with all 
her strength, whacking him across the knee. The man cried out and 
fell to the ground, clutching his knee, shouting curses at her. 


Rachel tore off running. She took to the deer paths again because 
she was smaller and it was easier for her to negotiate them than it 
would be for big men. It sounded like there were suddenly a dozen 
men after her, crashing through the brush. She could hear the man she 
had clubbed far back, still cursing up a storm, yelling at his fellows to 
get her. 

As she burst into a clearing, winded and nearly out of strength, she 
saw that there were men blocking the path ahead. They all started for 
her. 

Rachel ducked to the side and ran. It seemed like there were 
soldiers all around. She was in a panic, not knowing how to get away 
from them. 

She heard one man fall. She didn’t look back, but kept running. She 
heard another fall, crying out briefly, then going silent. She wondered 
if, when running at breakneck speed, they were catching their feet in 
holes, or twisting ankles on low vines. 

Another man let out a grunt. This time Rachel stopped and turned 
just long enough for a quick look. It had not been a fall, or a twisted 
ankle. It had been a sound released in death. Rachel’s eyes were wide 
as she stared. Another man shrieked like he was being skinned alive. 

Rachel wondered what kind of woods she was in, and what 
monsters were loose in them. 

She turned and ran. She had no chance if the men got her. She 
didn’t know what else was about, but she first had to keep from 
getting caught or they were liable to slit her throat for giving them a 
difficult time. 

Suddenly, three men charged out of the brush, roaring in rage. A 
little cry squeaked out as Rachel ran with all her strength and fear. 
The men, though, had longer legs and were catching her. 

One of them stopped suddenly. Rachel glanced back over a shoulder 
and saw the man arching his back, as if in pain. She saw, then, a foot 
of steel jutting from his chest. The other two turned to the unexpected 
attack from behind. 

As the man who had been run through with a sword started to fall, 
Rachel’s jaw fell open at what she saw behind him. 

It was Chase, big as life. 

She couldn’t make sense of it. 

The two men charged him. Chase fought them with swift, powerful 
strikes, taking them both down as if doing no more than brushing 
aside pests, but at the same time more men poured out of the woods 
around them. She saw at least a half dozen of the big Imperial Order 
soldiers to one side alone charging the even bigger boundary warden. 

Rachel ran back as Chase fought all the men at once. When he killed 


a man to his side, a man to the other side used the opening to go for 
him. Rachel whacked the backs of his knees. His legs folded under 
him. Chase swung around and ran the man though, then met the 
fierce charge of yet more men, all of them grunting with the effort of 
trying to take down this one big man. They gritted their teeth as they 
growled and tried to grapple Chase’s arms so other men could stab 
him. Rachel waled away at them with all her strength, but to no avail. 

When one of the men fell dead, Rachel snatched the knife in a 
sheath at his belt and immediately stabbed the legs of a man going for 
Chase’s back. He cried out and turned. Chase took him in an instant. 

All of a sudden it was quiet, except for Rachel and Chase’s labored 
breathing. All the men lay dead. 

Rachel stood staring up at Chase. She couldn’t believe what she was 
seeing, couldn’t believe her eyes. She feared that he might vanish, like 
a phantom. 

He looked down at her, and that wonderful grin of his came over 
his face. 

“Chase, what are you doing here?” 

“T came to see if you were all right.” 

“All right? I was held captive in the castle. I thought you were dead. 
I had to rescue myself. What took you so long?” 

He shrugged. “I wouldnt have wanted to spoil your 
accomplishment. Isn’t it better that you did it on your own?” 

“Well,” she said, a bit perplexed, “I could have used some help.” 

“Is that so?” He appeared unmoved by her complaint. “You look to 
have managed.” 

“But you don’t know. It was terrible. They locked me up in the box 
again, and they locked my tongue so that I couldn’t talk.” 

Chase eyed her askance. “I don’t suppose you brought that tongue 
lock with you, did you? It sounds like a useful device.” 

Rachel grinned and hugged him around his waist. When she had 
first met him she had to hug his leg because that was all she could 
reach. She basked in the comfort of his big hand on her back. It felt 
like everything in the world was right again. 

“T thought you were dead,” she said as she started to cry. 

He ruffled her chopped-off hair. “I wouldn’t do that to you, little 
one. I promised to take care of you, and I meant it.” 

“T guess that I’m stuck with being your daughter.” 

“Guess so. Your hair is ugly, though. You'll have to grow it back if 
you want to stay with me. You can’t keep chopping it off like that if 
you want to be my daughter. I told you that before.” 

Rachel grinned through her tears. 

Chase was alive. 


Chapter 52 


With Cara right on her heels, Nicci strode through the immense 
brass-clad doors covered in elaborate, engraved symbols. A flickering 
flash of lightning came in through the dozen round-topped windows 
between the towering mahogany columns to illuminate row upon row 
of shelves all around the cavernous room. They had managed to patch 
only the worst of the damage to the two-story-tall windows—enough, 
they hoped, that the room could be used for its intended purpose as a 
containment field. Some of the heavy dark green velvet draperies with 
gold fringe were getting wet as rain blew in the remaining holes on 
some of the stronger gusts. 

Seeing what was in the center of the room, floating above the large 
table Nicci had once floated above herself, she hoped that a bit of 
errant rain would be all that came in through those missing parts of 
the windows. 

Rushing to meet her, Zedd gripped her shoulders. Desperation was 
clearly evident in his eyes. 

“Did you find him? He’s alive, isn’t he? Is he all right?” 

Nicci took a breath. “Zedd, he survived the events in the sliph—I at 
least found out that much.” 

The sliph had also already told them that much. Rikka had been 
there, guarding the well, when the sliph had unexpectedly returned. 
They were all surprised that the sliph had returned at all, much less 
returned to tell them what had happened. 

The silver creature had abruptly been eager to talk—up to a point— 
to tell them what had happened to Richard. It wasn’t because the sliph 
wanted to tell where she had been with one of her travelers, but 
rather that Richard, her master, had told the sliph to tell them that he 
was safe and where he had gone. She was eager to do his bidding. 

Unfortunately, the sliph’s nature was to be secretive, and they 
weren't able to get straight answers from her on much more of it. 
Zedd had said that the sliph wasn’t being perverse; she simply couldn’t 
help the way others had created her. She was being true to her nature. 
He said that they would just have to go along with the sliph’s way of 
revealing information and do their best to learn what they could from 
her. 

Zedd had also detected on the sliph the trace residue power left by a 
witch woman. They were pretty sure that it had to be Six. They 
weren’t sure what Six was up to, but at least they knew from the sliph 
that Richard had somehow escaped her clutches. 

“But where is he? Did the sliph take you there? Take you where she 
said she left him?” 

“She did.” Nicci glanced at the Mord-Sith and then laid a hand on 


Zedd’s shoulder. “After we got to the place where the sliph had taken 
him, she then told us where he had gone: to the land of the night 
wisps. We still had to travel some distance to get there.” 

Zedd stared in astonishment. “The night wisps?” 

“Yes. But Richard wasn’t there.” 

“At least he’s alive. It sounds like he was acting on his own volition, 
and not that of a witch woman,” Zedd said, sounding a little relieved. 
“What did they say? What were the wisps able to tell you?” 

Nicci heaved a sigh. “I wish you could travel so that you could have 
gone there, Zedd. Maybe they would have told you more than they 
would tell us. They wouldn’t even allow us to enter beyond this 
strange, dead forest.” 

“Dead forest? What dead forest?” 

Nicci lifted her hands. “I don’t know, Zedd. I’m no expert in the 
outdoors. There was this vast area of oaks but they were all dead—” 

“The oak wood is dead?” Zedd leaned closer to her. “Are you 
serious? The oaks are dead?”. 

Nicci shrugged. “I guess. They were oak trees. Richard taught me 
what an oak was. These were all dead, though.” 

Zedd glanced away as he scratched an eyebrow. “Were there bones 
among these oaks?” 

“Yes, that’s right,” Cara said, nodding. “There were bones scattered 
everywhere among those dead trees.” 

“Bags,” Zedd cursed under his breath. 

“Why?” Nicci asked. “What is it?” 

Zedd looked up. “Bui you talked to the wisps?” 

Nicci nodded. “Tam, he said his name was.” 

Zedd rubbed his chin as he stared off in thought. “Tam... don’t 
know him.” 

“There was another, named Jass,” Nicci added. 

Zedd’s mouth twisted as he considered the name. “I’m afraid I don’t 
know that one, either.” 

“Jass said that Richard was looking for a woman that the wisps 
should know.” 

“That would have to be Kahlan,” Zedd said with a knowing nod. 

“That’s what we figured, too,” Cara said. 

“But why would he go to the wisps to look for her?” His question 
sounded more for himself than for Nicci, but she answered it anyway. 

“The sliph wouldn’t tell us about any of that part, only where she 
took him. Apparently, Richard wasn’t specific enough about what he 
instructed the sliph to tell us. She won’t go beyond her explicit 
instructions. Like you said, it’s her nature. 


“The wisps wouldn’t tell us why he had been there, either. They 
said that his reasons for being there were his own and were not 
necessarily for others to know. They said that they couldn’t reveal 
such things on his behalf.” 

“Not for others—but, but...” His voice ended in sputtering agitation. 
Zedd looked back at both of them. “But didn’t they tell you anything 
about what Richard was doing there? Anything at all? We have to 
know why he would go to the wisps. He was on his way here, and 
then something happened to cost him his gift while traveling— 
probably something involving Six—so he went to the wisps? Why? 
What did they tell him? What happened when he was there?” 

“Pm sorry, Zedd,” Nicci said. “We really weren’t able to find out 
much. The sliph did tell us some of it—what happened to Richard, 
where she took him, and that he went to the wisps—but she either 
doesn’t know anything more, or she simply doesn’t want to tell us the 
rest of it for some reason. Richard never returned to the sliph, but 
because he can no longer travel that only makes sense. It could be that 
the sliph really doesn’t know any more. 

“Richard would probably have started out on foot. I imagine he 
would head back here, to the Keep. After all, that’s where he was 
going when something went wrong in the sliph. For some reason he 
went to the wisps, but that may have had more to do with geography 
than anything else—he was much closer to them than coming all the 
way back here, so he may have decided to make a quick stop there 
before heading back to us. It may be nothing more than that. 

“As far as the wisps, they wouldn’t tell us much either. They 
wouldn’t let us go beyond the dead trees, into those huge, ancient 
trees beyond. But there is some good news in it. We at least know for 
sure that Richard is alive, and that he went to the land of the wisps. 
That’s what matters—Richard is alive. Knowing Richard, he will try to 
find a horse as soon as possible and will probably show up here before 
we know it.” 

Zedd squeezed her arm. “You’re right, my dear.” It was a gesture 
that Nicci found comforting, almost as if it were a connection to 
Richard himself. It was the kind of reassurance Richard himself would 
have offered at such a troubling moment. 

Zedd suddenly frowned. “You said the wisps wouldn’t let you into 
the big pines?” 

Nicci nodded. “That’s right. They wouldn’t let us proceed any 
farther than the dead oak woods, or allow us to see the other wisps.” 

“In a way it makes sense.” Zedd ran a finger up along his temple as 
he considered. “The wisps are secretive creatures, and don’t generally 
allow anyone into their land, but it seems odd under the 
circumstances—and with word from me—that they wouldn’t welcome 


you in.” 

“They’re dying.” 

Zedd’s eyes turned up at her. “What?” 

“Tarn said that the wisps were dying out and that was why they 
didn’t want us to enter. He said that it’s a time of great strife among 
the wisps, great sadness and worry. They didn’t want strangers among 
them right now.” 

“Dear spirits,” Zedd whispered. “Richard was right.” 

Nicci’s insides tightened with anxiety. “What are you talking about? 
Richard is right about what?” 

“The oaks dying. They protect the land of the wisps. The wisps are 
dying, too. It’s part of a cascade of events. Richard already told us 
why, in this very room. As if I needed yet more reason to believe 
him.” 

“Yet more reason? What do you mean by that?” 

He took Nicci’s elbow and turned her toward the spell-forms 
floating above the table. “Look here.” 

“Zedd,” Nicci said in admonition, “that’s the Chainfire verification 
web—and it looks suspiciously like an interior perspective.” 

“That’s right.” 

“T know I’m right. The question is, what’s going on? What are you 
up to?” 

“I found a way to ignite a kind of simulation of an interior 
perspective—one without you needing to be in it. It isn’t the same in 
every respect,” he said with a dismissive gesture, “but for the purpose 
I had in mind it was good enough.” 

Nicci was astonished that he had been able to do such a thing. It 
was also somewhat disquieting to again see the very thing that had 
almost taken her life. But that wasn’t at all what she found most 
disturbing. 

“Why are there two of them?” she asked. “There is only one 
Chainfire spell. Why are there two spell-forms here?” 

Zedd flashed her a wry smile. “Ah, there is the trick of it. You see, 
Richard claimed that the chimes had been present in the world of life. 
If that were true, their presence would have contaminated the world 
of life, would have contaminated magic. And yet none of us has seen 
any evidence of it. That is the paradox of such contamination; it 
erodes your ability to detect its presence. I wanted to find a way to see 
if Richard was right—” 

“Richard Rahl is right.” 

Zedd shrugged one bony shoulder at her emphatic declaration. “But 
I needed to see if I could actually find any evidence. I didn’t 
understand all that emblem business Richard was going on about. I 


believe in him too, Nicci, but I don’t understand how he can see 
language in symbols the way he does, how he was able to come to the 
conclusions that he does. I need to see proof I understand.” 

Nicci folded her arms as she stared at the twin spell-forms. “I guess I 
know how you feel. I believe in him, and he makes sense, but I 
sometimes feel lost, like I used to as a novice when there would be a 
test on things that were taught when I hadn’t been in class. When 
Richard...” 

Nicci fell silent. Her arms came unfolded. 

“Zedd, those two spell-forms aren’t the same.” 

His smile grew sly. “I know that.” 

Nicci stepped closer to the table, closer to the two forms made of 
glowing lines. She inspected them more carefully. She pointed at one. 

“That one is the Chainfire spell. I recognize it. This other is 
identical, but it’s not the same. It’s a mirror image of the real spell.” 

“T know.” He looked rather proud of himself. 

“That’s impossible.” 

“T thought so too, but then I remembered a book named The Book of 
Inversion and Duplex—” 

Nicci rounded on the old wizard. “You know where The Book of 
Inversion and Duplex is?” 

Zedd gestured vaguely. “Well, yes, I managed to lay my hands on a 
copy.” 

Nicci eyed him suspiciously. “Lay your hands on a copy?” 

Zedd cleared his throat. “The point is,” he said, taking her arm and 
turning her back to the glowing lines and the subject at hand, “I 
remembered from reading that book many, many years ago that it 
talked about techniques to duplex spell-forms. It never made any sense 
to me at the time. Why would anyone want to duplex a spell-form? 

“But there was more. The book went on to give instructions on how 
to invert the spell-form that had first been duplexed. Craziest thing I’d 
ever heard of. At the time I dismissed the book and its obscure 
procedures. What could be the purpose of such a thing? Who would 
ever need to do such a thing? No one, I thought.” 

He held up a finger. “And then, when thinking about the possibility 
of contamination left by the chimes, and trying to think of a way to 
prove Richard’s theory, I suddenly remembered reading that book 
once, and it hit me. I knew why someone would want to duplicate and 
invert a spell-form.” 

Nicci was getting lost. “All right, I give up. Why?” 

Zedd gestured excitedly to the two spell-forms. “This is why. Look. 
This one is the original, much like the one you were in, but without 
some of the more complex and unstable elements.” Zedd waved a 


hand, stressing that it was beside the point. “We don’t need them for 
this purpose. This one, here, is the exact same spell, duplicated, and 
then inverted. It’s a copy.” 

“I understand that much of it,” Nicci said, “but I still don’t see what 
purpose it could serve to perform such a strange analysis.” 

Smiling knowingly, Zedd touched his fingers to the side of her 
shoulder. “Flaws.” 

“Flaws? What about—” Nicci gasped with comprehension. “When 
you turn a spell inside out and backward, the flaw won’t invert!” 

“That’s right,” Zedd said with an impish twinkle and an instructive 
shake of his first linger. “The flaw won’t invert. It can’t. The spell-form 
is just a demonstration of the spell, a surrogate for something real. 
Therefore it can be manipulated—inverted. It’s not the real spell; you 
couldn’t invert a real spell. But flaws are not subject to the influence 
of the magic in books of instruction—only the specific, target magic is. 
The flaw is real. The flaw resides whole.” 

Zedd turned solemn with the deadly serious nature of the material 
issue. “When the spell-form is activated, it carries with it the flaw, 
which is already embedded. When you duplicate the spell-form it 
carries the same flaw, but then when you invert it, the flaw can’t 
invert because it’s real, not a stand-in for something real like spell- 
forms are. Don’t forget, that contamination was what nearly killed 
you.” 

Nicci looked from Zedd’s intense hazel eyes to the two glowing 
spell-forms. They were mirrored. She started searching the structure, 
seeing each line, each element, looking to the other spell-form that 
was the same, but flipped. 

And then she saw it. 

“There,” She breathed, pointing. “That part there is identical in 
both. It’s not flipped. It’s not a mirror image like everything else. It’s 
the same in both of these while everything else is inverted.” 

“Exactly,” Zedd said in triumph. “Hence, the purpose of The Book of 
Inversion and Duplex—to discover flaws that can’t otherwise be seen or 
detected.” 

Nicci stared at the old man, seeing him in a new light. She had 
known of The Book of Inversion and Duplex, but, like everyone else who 
had studied it, she had never understood its purpose. There had been 
debate about it, of course, but no one could ever offer a purpose for 
such an esoteric book of magic. It defied the conventional wisdom on 
the functioning and purpose of magic. In the end it had been 
dismissed as a mere curiosity from a time past. In fact, it had been 
presented in lectures as just that, an oddity, a relic of ancient times, 
useless, but nonetheless an object of note simply because it had 


survived. 

Zedd, like Richard, never dismissed any bit of knowledge. Like all 
knowledge collected, he kept it cataloged somewhere in the back of 
his mind in case it ever came up again. When he had trouble finding 
an answer he would check his memory of forgotten things residing in 
an index in some dusty corner of his mind. 

Richard did the same thing. Knowledge, once acquired, remained in 
his arsenal. It enabled him to put things together in new ways, to 
come up with surprising solutions that often challenged old, 
established ways of doing things. Many people found such a way of 
thinking, especially when it had to do with magic, treading 
dangerously close to heresy. 

Nicci saw its true value. Real answers to problems came from just 
such a process of thought, logic, and reason—all based on what was 
known. It was the essence of a Seeker, the foundation of what he did 
in his search for truth. It was also one of the central qualities about 
Richard that so captivated Nicci. He was a student without formal 
training who was able to intuitively grasp the most complex issues in 
a way no one else could. 

Zedd leaned in, pulling Nicci with him. “Look here. See this? Do 
you recognize it?” , “The part that didn’t invert?” Nicci shook her 
head. “No. What is it?” 

“It’s the contamination left by the chimes. This, I recognize. This is 
the spider in the web of magic.” 

Nicci straightened. “This proves that Richard was right, then.” 

“The boy got it right,” Zedd agreed. “I don’t really understand how, 
but he had it exactly right. Once it’s isolated like this, I recognize the 
corrosion left by the chimes, the same as I recognize the reddish 
brown scale of rust. He was able to see it in the language of the lines, 
and he was right. The spell is contaminated; the source of that 
contamination was the chimes. This is the mechanism by which the 
chimes erode and destroy magic. If it has infected this spell, it has to 
have infected other things of magic as well.” 

“Ts that what’s killing the night wisps?” Cara asked. 

“Pm afraid it would seem that way,” Zedd told her. “The oaks 
around their home place are also invested with protective magic. That 
both the oaks and the wisps are dying out together is suspicious in the 
extreme.” 

Nicci walked to the windows, watching the indistinct fits of 
lightning through the opaque glass. “Creatures of magic are dying out. 
Just as Richard told us.” 

She missed him so much that mournful anguish passed through her 
like the shadow of death itself darkening her soul. She felt like she 


would shrivel and die if they didn’t find him soon. She felt like she 
could not survive if she never got the chance to see him again, see the 
life in his gray eyes. 

“Zedd, do you think he was right about the rest of it? Do you think 
that there really war dragons, and we’ve all forgotten that there were 
such things in the world? Do you think Richard was right that the 
world we knew is passing out of existence, vanishing into the realm of 
legend?” 

Zedd sighed. “I don’t know, my dear, I really don’t. Pd like to think 
the boy is wrong in that much of it, but I learned a long time ago not 
to bet against Richard.” 

Nicci smiled to herself. She had learned the same thing. 


Chapter 53 

“Nicci,” Zedd said, hesitating as he gestured vaguely, seeming to 
search for words, “you are... well, someone who holds Richard in the 
same regard as I do, feels a similar passion and loyalty for him. In 
many ways you almost seem like...” He threw his hands up and let 
them flop back down at his sides. “I don’t know.” 

“Zedd, you, Cara, me—we all love Richard, if that’s what you’re 
trying to say.” 

“I guess that’s the core of it. I don’t have any recollection at all of 
Kahlan, but I imagine I must think of you in much the same way I can 
only imagine I must have thought of her, as more than just his 
confidante sharing the same struggle.” 

Nicci felt as if she had just been hit by lightning. She dared not 
allow herself to even begin to consider the emotional charge in his 
words. With the greatest of difficulty, she managed to keep her 
composure and merely twitch her brow, finally asking, “What are you 
getting at?” 

“Like Cara and Richard, I’ve come to think a great deal of you, 
especially considering what I thought of you in the beginning. I’ve 
come to trust you, like I say, as I would trust a daughter-in-law.” 

Nicci swallowed but didn’t meet his gaze. “Thank you, Zedd. 
Considering where I came from, and what I thought of myself in the 
beginning, that means more to me than you could know. To have 
people actually, sincerely...” 

She cleared her throat and finally looked up at him. Despite how his 
words hit her, she didn’t think that he meant them to have any 
meaning, but merely to preface something important. “You want to 
tell me something?” 

He nodded. “I’ve learned some other things. Greatly disturbing 
things. I would not tell anyone else such things, but, well, other than 
Richard himself there is no one I would trust more than you and Cara. 
You two have become more than friends in all of this. I’m only trying 
to find a way to express to you how much...” 

When his words trailed away and he stared off into the distance, 
Nicci gently laid a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll get him back, Zedd, I 
promise you that. But you’re right in how we feel about him. Richard 
completely changed my life. If there’s something you need to talk 
about, I would like to think that you can trust Cara and me almost as 
much as you would trust Richard. I think that’s what you’re getting 
at? We all feel the same about him, and about our cause. I... well’”— 
she tapped her fingertips together—”you know what I mean.” 

Fearing she’d already said too much, Nicci felt her face turning red. 

“What I’m trying to say,” Zedd finally said, “is that I need your help, 


and I want you to know what you both mean to me—that I do not 
now reveal these things lightly or capriciously. All my life I’ve kept 
secrets because they had to be kept. It’s not the easiest thing to do, but 
that’s just the way it was. Things have changed, though, and I can no 
longer keep certain knowledge to myself. There is so much more 
involved now than there ever was before.” 

Nicci nodded and turned her full attention to the wizard. “I 
understand. I’ll do what I can to be worthy of your trust.” 

Zedd pursed his lips. “That book, The Book of Inversion and Duplex, 
was hidden in a place no one but me knows exists. It was in the 
catacombs beneath the Keep.” 

Nicci shared a look with Cara. “Zedd,” she asked, “are you saying 
that there are bones beneath the Keep? And there are books there as 
well?” 

Zedd nodded. “A lot of books. That was where I found The Book of 
Inversion and Duplex.” 

He took a few steps away to stare at the windows flickering with 
light from the storm beyond the containment field. “No one that I’m 
aware of ever knew the place of the bones was down there. I found it 
when I was a boy. I knew that no other person had been in there for 
ages. Not a single footprint had marred the dust on the floors in 
thousands of years. I was the first to make a mark in that dust of ages. 
I did not need to be told the significance of that fact. 

“As a boy it rather frightened me to find those ancient catacombs. I 
was already spooked because I was trying to find a way to sneak back 
into the Keep. When I found the catacombs I knew instinctively that it 
would not be hidden as it was unless there was a good reason, so, as 
much as I wanted to at times, I never told anyone about it. I almost 
felt as if the place had allowed me entry, but in return required my 
silence. I not only took my attitude of responsibility seriously, I felt 
genuinely protective of such an undiscovered place. It contained, after 
all, the remains of a great many people—perhaps even my own 
ancestors. I knew that there were always those who would exploit 
such a find and I didn’t want that to happen to a place so clearly held 
in sacred regard by those who had hidden it. 

“Added to that, I felt rather guilty for having disturbed such a burial 
place for the feeble reason of trying to sneak back in to avoid getting 
in trouble for having gone out without permission in the first place. I 
had slipped out of the Keep to go to the market down in Aydindril to 
look at all the exciting baubles being hawked there. It seemed so 
much more fascinating than the dry studies to which I was supposed 
to be devoting my time. 

“After my chance discovery, I quietly asked veiled questions and 
found that not even the old wizards I knew had any knowledge of the 


place beneath the Keep. Over time, I came to realize that such a place 
was not even suspected, much less rumored to exist. 

“As a boy, I had a lot of studies that took up nearly all my time. 
Back then, there were many people living in the Keep, and with my 
assignments I never had a chance to spend—in total—more than a 
couple of hours down there. I quickly found that there were many of 
the same books that we had up in the Keep, so, as a boy, I came to 
believe that it wasn’t as important a find as I had at first believed it to 
be.” 

He smiled distantly. “I fancied myself a great explorer, discovering 
ancient treasures. This treasure was mostly bones and books. There 
were endless dry books up here in the Keep that I had to study, so yet 
more books wasn’t exactly as exciting as thoughts of constructed spells 
encased in amber, or jewel-encrusted curses. But there was none of 
that down there. Just crumbling bones and old books. 

“There are rooms upon rooms down in the catacombs filled with 
dusty old books. I never had much time to explore those rooms. I can’t 
even begin to guess at the numbers of books hidden down there. I 
never had time to do more than look at a small sampling. As I said, 
many I’d seen before up in the Keep and of the ones I hadn’t, at such a 
young age, none of them impressed me enough to remember, except a 
few, such as The Book of Inversion and Duplex. 

“When I grew up I fell in love with the most wonderful woman and 
soon she was my wife. She gave birth to the other light in my life, a 
daughter—who grew up to be Richard’s mother. As a young wizard 
working at the Keep, there was always more to do than there were 
hours in the day. There was no time to spend down among old bones. 

“And then the world was cast into a terrible war with D’Hara. It was 
a dark time of terrible struggle. I had become First Wizard. The battles 
were gruesome as battles always are. I had to send men to die. I had 
to look into the eyes of wizards, young and old, that I knew were not 
up to the challenges, and tell them to do their best when I knew their 
best would not be good enough, and they would likely die in the 
effort. I knew in my heart that if I were to do it myself it would get 
done and I could make it work, but there were a lot of those kinds of 
tasks that needed to be done, and only one of me. 

“At times, I found responsibility, knowledge, and ability were a 
curse. To look at all the innocent people counting on me as First 
Wizard, and know that if I failed they would die, was almost more 
than I could endure. 

“In that respect, I know exactly what Richard is going through. I 
have been in his place. I have carried the world on my shoulders.” 

He gestured to dismiss his melancholy departure from the subject at 
hand. “Anyway, with all my other responsibilities, the catacombs lay 


mostly forgotten, as they had for thousands of years before I ever 
came along. I simply had no time to look into what might be down 
there. From my limited search as a boy I believed that there was 
nothing to be found but old and comparatively unimportant books 
buried along with forgotten bones. There seemed to be so many more 
pressing matters of life and death. 

“To me, the most important thing about the catacombs was that 
they provided a secret passage for me to enter the Keep. That passage 
came to be invaluable when the Sisters of the Dark took the Wizard’s 
Keep. 

“Back when I was younger, after the war in which my wife had 
died, the council and I had a bitter dispute over the boxes of Orden. 
And then... Darken Rahl raped my daughter. So I left the Midlands— 
quit it for good—taking my daughter with me through the boundary 
to Westland. She was all I had left and all that mattered to me. I 
thought I would live out all my days beyond the boundary in 
Westland. 

“Then Richard was born. I watched him grow. My daughter was so 
proud of him. I secretly worried that he had the gift, and fretted that 
forces from beyond the boundaries would one day come for him. And 
then, there was a fire and all of a sudden my daughter, Richard’s 
mother, was gone from my life, from Richard’s life. 

“T turned to Richard for solace. I gave him everything I could that 
would help him be all he could be. I had some of the best times of my 
life with him. , 

“Unbeknownst to me as I did my best to forget the outside world, 
Ann and Nathan, driven by prophecy, had helped George Cypher 
recover The Book of Counted Shadows from the Wizard’s Keep. It had 
been stored in the First Wizard’s private enclave, where I had left it 
for safekeeping.” 

“Wait a minute,” Nicci said, stopping his story. “You mean to tell 
me that The Book of Counted Shadows, one of the most important 
books in ; existence, was just lying around in the Keep?” 

“Well,” he said, “not exactly ‘lying around.’ Like I said, it was in the 
First Wizard’s enclave. That’s more secure than the Keep in general 
and not exactly an easy place to breach.” 

“If it’s so secure,” Nicci reminded him, “then how did Ann and 
Nathan and George Cypher get in to take the book?” 

Zedd sighed as he looked up at her from under his bushy eyebrows. 
“Therein lies what has come to trouble me—the only copy of a book 
that important being that vulnerable—” 

“That’s what Richard was going to tell you,” Nicci said with a 
sudden flash of comprehension. “That’s why he was in such a hurry to 


get back i here—he said he had to get to you right away. That was the 
reason!” 

Zedd frowned. “What are you talking about?” 

She stepped closer to the wizard and pulled the small book from her 
pocket. “This is the book that Darken Rahl used to put the boxes of 
Orden in play—” 

“Tt’s what!” 

“This is the book that Darken Rahl used to put the boxes of Orden in 
play,” she repeated to the astonished wizard. “We found it at the 
People’s Palace. I promised Richard that I would study it and see if 
there was a way to undo what Sister Ulicia had done, see if there was 
a way to perhaps take the boxes of Orden back out of play. I tried to 
explain to Richard that magic doesn’t work that way, but you know 
Richard, he doesn’t so easily accept that something can’t be done.” 

Zedd stared at the book she was holding up as if it were a viper that 
might bite someone. “That boy has a way of turning over rocks and 
finding trouble.” 

“Zedd, this warns that to use this book, the key must be used. 
Otherwise, without the key, everything that has come before, meaning 
what has been used from this book, will not only be sterile, but fatal. 
It says that within one full year the key must be used to complete 
what has been wrought with this book.” 

“The key,” Zedd whispered, as if it were the end of the world. “The 
boxes must be opened within one year of being put into play. You 
need The Book of Counted Shadows to open the boxes. That book has to 
be the key.” 

“T think so, too,” Nicci said. “The thing is, we found information 
from back at the time of the great war saying that some wizards had 
made five copies of ‘the book that was never to be copied.“ 

“And you think that ‘the book that was never to be copied’ was The 
Book of Counted Shadows!” 

“Yes. There is a book of prophecy that says ‘They will tremble in 
fear at what they have done and cast the shadow of the key among the 
bones.“ 

Zedd was staring at her as if his world were crumbling apart. “Dear 
spirits. That sounds like it’s from Yanklee’s Yarns.” 

“That’s right. The thing is,” Nicci said, “all the copies but one were 
false copies. Five copies—four false, one true copy.” 

Zedd pressed a hand to his forehead. Nicci noticed that his 
breathing was faster than normal. He looked on the verge of passing 
out. 

“Zedd, what is it?” 

His fingers were trembling. “You know what you said about The 


Book of Counted Shadows being too easy to steal? That was always my 
thought too, but not something I consciously dwelled on. It was more 
one of those thoughts in the back of your mind that never fully 
surfaces.” 

“Yes,” Nicci said, waiting patiently until he went on. 

“Well, when I remembered The Book of Inversion and Duplex, I 
finally remembered where I had seen it as a boy: the catacombs. I 
needed it to test this spell, so while you were gone with Richard to the 
People’s Palace I went back into the catacombs and looked for The 
Book of Inversion and Duplex.” 

Nicci knew what he was going to say before he said it. 

“And while I was searching for The Book of Inversion and Duplex, I 
found a copy of The Book of Counted Shadows.” 

“ ‘They will tremble in fear at what they have done and cast the 
shadow of the key among the bones,“ Nicci quoted again. 

Zedd nodded. “All my life, I never knew there was a copy of that 
book. I had been taught that there were no other copies. I had been 
taught that there was only one copy. That alone told me how 
important that book was. But if it’s so important, then why was it not 
in a safer place? That question was what always stuck in the back of 
my mind. 

“That was one of the reasons I was so angry with the council for 
giving the boxes of Orden away as gifts or favors. I knew how 
dangerous those boxes were, but no one would believe me. They all 
thought that the things I told them were only ancient superstitions, or 
children’s tales. 

“Part of the reason that no one believed the truth of the danger that 
the boxes represented was that the book that was needed to put the 
boxes in play had never been found. Without the book, the boxes were 
only a fanciful tale.” He pointed at the book in Nicci’s hand. “In fact, 
no one ever even knew the name of that book. The title looks to be in 
High D’Haran. We’ll need someone to translate it.” 

“T can read High D’Haran,” Nicci said. 

“Of course you can,” Zedd said as if nothing could surprise him any 
more. “What is its name, then?” 

“The Book of Life.” 

Zedd turned nearly as white as his wavy hair. Apparently, he was 
not yet beyond shock. “The Book of Life,” he repeated as he wiped a 
hand wearily across his face. 

“What an appropriate name,” he said. “The power of Orden is 
spawned from life itself. Open the correct box, and one gains the 
power of Orden—the essence of life itself, power over all things living 
and dead. They would have unchallenged power. Open the wrong box, 


and the magic would claim them—they’re dead. But open the other 
wrong box, and every living thing in existence is incinerated into 
nothingness. It would be the end of all life. 

“The magic of Orden is twin to the magic of life itself, and death is 
part of everything that lives, so the magic of Orden is tied to death as 
well as to life. And the key is the means to know which box is which. 
The person opening them can take a chance, but they would be foolish 
to do so without using the key first, to be sure of which is which.” 

“Foolish,” Nicci said, “like Sisters of the Dark who don’t necessarily 
care if they open the wrong box?” 

Zedd could only stare at her. 

“So, you were saying that you found one of the copies,” Cara finally 
said when Zedd had fallen silent for a time, lost in thought. 

Nicci was relieved that Cara was the one to prompt him when he 
looked so stricken by contemplation of events so terrible she probably 
couldn’t even begin to imagine them. 

“Pm afraid that’s not even the worst of it,” he said. “You see, 
Richard memorized The Book of Counted Shadows as a boy. George 
Cypher feared that the book would fall into the wrong hands, but he 
was wise enough that he didn’t dare destroy the knowledge the book 
contained, so he had Richard memorize it. After Richard had learned 
every word, he and George Cypher, the man who had raised him and 
who at the time Richard believed was his father, burned The Book of 
Counted Shadows. 

“When Darken Rahl captured Richard, and was opening the boxes, 
he made Richard read out the instructions from The Book of Counted 
Shadows. I don’t recall how—probably as a result of the Chainfire 
spell. 

“The point is, I was there. I remember that part quite well because I 
was so shocked—for two reasons. First, to learn that the book had 
been stolen from my enclave at the Keep for Richard to memorize and, 
secondly, because it was a book of magic and that fact meant that 
Richard could only memorize and speak the words because he was 
gifted. 

“When I found the copy of The Book of Counted Shadows down in the 
catacombs, I was shaken to my core. I read it and sure enough it was 
word for word exactly what Richard had memorized.” 

Nicci cocked her head. “It was the same? Are you sure?” 

“Positive,” Zedd said, emphatically. “The two were identical.” 

Nicci was beginning to feel sick herself. “That can mean only one of 
two things. Either one was the original, and the other the one true 
copy of that key... or else they were both false keys, false copies.” 

“No, they couldn’t be false,” Zedd insisted. “When Richard read the 


book out, he left out an important element at the very end. It was by 
leaving out that one piece of the book that he defeated Darken Rahl. 
He, in essence, turned it into a false copy, thus tricking Darken Rahl to 
defeat him. As I often told Richard, sometimes a trick is the best 
magic.” 

Nicci laid the book on the table. “That doesn’t necessarily mean it’s 
the true key and not the false. Look at this.” She laid The Book of Life 
open and tapped a page in the very beginning that had only one thing 
all by itself on the page to emphasize how important—how central—it 
was. 

“This is the introductory statement to The Book of Life. I already 
translated it. Its a warning to anyone who would read this book. 

“It says, ‘Those who have come here to hate should leave now, for in 
their hatred they only betray themselves.’ “ 

Zedd squinted at the words in High D’Haran all by themselves on 
the page. “So you are saying, what... that because Darken Rahl turned 
to the boxes of Orden out of hate, he would have been destroyed by 
the true Book of Counted Shadows just the same as by a false one?” 

“That’s one possibility,” Nicci said. 

Zedd shook his head. “I don’t believe that. Some magic works by 
reading intent. The Sword of Truth works that way. People who hate 
don’t usually recognize that vile taint within themselves. They spew 
their hatred as righteous. That corruption is what makes them so evil 
—and so dangerous. They are able to do the most despicable things 
and think themselves heroes for having done them.” 

“Then you are going to tell me that you believe that it was 
coincidence, luck, that both those books just happen to be the only 
true keys? And they just happened to be that close together? You 
think that the wizards who made the copies, sending them to distant, 
hidden places, would have put the one true copy right here, right near 
the only other true key? What would be the purpose of scattering the 
copies?” 

Zedd rubbed his chin with his fingertips as he thought it over. “I see 
what you mean.” 

“With books like this, there has to be a way to confirm the copies— 
to validate them.” 

“There is,” Zedd told her. “In the beginning of The Book of Counted 
Shadows, it says, ‘Verification of the truth of the words of The Book of 
Counted Shadows, if spoken by another, rather than read by the one who 
commands the boxes, can only be insured by the use of a Confessor. 

“A copy constitutes ‘spoken by another,“ he said. “The person 
making the copy is, in essence, speaking it; the reader is not actually 
reading the original. Unless it’s the original key, and that original key 


is actually being read by the one who put the boxes in play, this 
forewarning invokes the necessity of verification.” 

“Kahlan,” Nicci said. 

The other two looked at her, and by the looks on their faces, they 
understood her meaning. 

“Zedd,” Nicci finally asked into the silence, “None of us remembers 
Kahlan. If we could find her, and if we could somehow fix this 
Chainfire spell, or something... is there a way to make her remember 
what she right now would not recall?” 

Zedd’s gaze wandered to the glowing spell-forms above the table. 
“No.” 

Nicci hadn’t expected such certainty. “Are you sure?” 

“About as sure as I can be. The spell destroys memory. It doesn’t 
cover it over, or block it from access, it destroys it. It doesn’t make 
people forget, it actually erases the memory. To the person upon 
whom such a terrible thing was unleashed, their memory is gone.” 

“But there must be some way,” Cara insisted, “some magic this-or- 
that that will restore her mind.” 

“Restore it with what? What none of us can recall? Memory is the 
stuff of life. Magic functions in specific ways, as do all things that 
exist. Magic is not some super-intelligent consciousness behind a veil 
that knows what we want to accomplish and can pull a person’s entire 
memory—their entire life—out of a pocket and hand it back just 
because we wish it.” 

Cara didn’t look convinced. “But can’t—” 

“Look at it this way. If I push that book off the table, it will fall to 
the floor. The invisible force of gravity makes it happen. Gravity 
functions in a specific way. I can’t wave my arms and by my wish 
command gravity to go make me dinner. 

“Same with magic and memory. The Chainfire spell destroyed her 
memory. It can’t be brought back. You can’t restore what was and is 
no longer there. You just can’t. What’s gone is gone.” 

Cara drew her hand down her long blond braid. “Then it sounds like 
we're in a lot of trouble.” 

“Trouble indeed,” the wizard conceded. 

Nicci wanted to say that Richard’s heart was in a lot of trouble, but 
she dared not say such a thing out loud. She felt despondent for him, 
for what he would one day have to face. But she didn’t want to be the 
one to point it out. 

“Then, if Richard finds her,” Nicci asked in a weak voice, “what is 
he to do?” 

Zedd, hands clasped behind his back, stared at her a moment before 
looking away. 


“There’s another way to confirm the true copy,” Cara said. 

Zedd and Nicci both frowned at her, both relieved to have a 
diversion. 

“You just find the other copies,” she said, “and compare them. The 
one Richard memorized is gone. So, if you find the others you can 
compare them. The one that’s different has to be the one true copy. 
The other four that are all the same have to be the false keys.” 

Zedd arched an eyebrow. “And what if the people who made the 
false keys were worried that one day a clever Mord-Sith would think 
of that and so they made all the copies different from one another, so 
that they couldn’t be compared?” 

Cara made a face. “Oh.” 

Nicci threw up her arms. “How would he even go about finding the 
others, anyway? I mean, they’ve been hidden for three thousand 
years.” 

“Not only that,” Zedd said, “but Nathan told us that there were 
catacombs under the Palace of the Prophets, and that place was 
destroyed. I know, I set the light spell myself. There would be nothing 
left, and even if somehow a pocket of the catacombs survived, the 
palace was built on an island. After the island was destroyed water 
would have flooded any underground room that hadn’t already been 
ruined. 

“That one copy, if one of them was there, has already been 
destroyed. Was it a true or a false key? What if, over all this time, 
others have been destroyed? The question remains, how to tell if the 
one Richard knows, and the one I found, are the only two true keys.” 

Nicci stared off. “I’m afraid they might be false copies—the one 
Richard memorized, and the one you found down in the catacombs.” 

Zedd began pacing. “I don’t know any way to be sure.” 

“There might be two ways,” she said. “The first, I can’t swear to, 
yet. I’ve only just started translating The Book of Life. But there is 
material having to do with the mention of using the key. It says that if 
the person who put the boxes in play fails to use the key properly, the 
boxes will be destroyed along with the one who put them in play.” 

“Use the key properly...” Zedd said, deep in thought. 

“That seems to me to say that if Darken Rahl would have failed to 
use the true key properly, such as by leaving off the last part—as you 
said Richard did when reciting it back to him—he would have been 
destroyed, but so would the boxes of Orden. As we know, the boxes of 
Orden weren’t destroyed, so that tells me Richard may very well have 
read him the false key and Darken Rahl simply opened the wrong box 
and it destroyed him. 

“It doesn’t say that the boxes will be destroyed if a false key is used 


because at the time this was written there were no false keys yet, so 
that problem hadn’t been taken into consideration when this material 
was all created.” 

Zedd frowned in thought. “Are you sure of this?” 

“No,” Nicci admitted. “It’s complex and I’ve only just started to 
translate it. I scanned that part because it pertained to using the key to 
complete the required steps. It also has formulas that have to be taken 
into account. I’m only giving you my preliminary impression.” 

Nicci ran her fingers back into her hair with one hand. She stood 
before the table with the open book on it, with her other hand on a 
hip. 

“Do you see what I mean, though?” She gestured down at the book. 
“If Richard had corrupted the true key, making Darken Rahl pick the 
wrong box, this seems to indicate that the boxes would have been 
destroyed along with Darken Rahl. That seems to support the idea that 
Richard memorized a false key.” 

“Maybe. You said you weren’t sure of that, yet.” Zedd rubbed the 
back of his neck as he paced. “Let’s not make the error of jumping to 
conclusions.” 

Nicci nodded. 

“You say there was something else you were going on?” Zedd asked. 

Nicci nodded and then quoted the central prophecy, the one Nathan 
had told them. “ ‘In the year of the cicadas, when the champion of 
sacrifice and suffering, under the banner of both mankind and the 
Light, finally splits his swarm, thus shall be the sign that prophecy has 
been awakened and the final and deciding battle is upon us. Be 
cautioned, for all true forks and their derivatives are tangled in this 
mantic root. Only one trunk branches from this conjoined primal 
origin. If fuer grissa ost drauka does not lead this final battle, then the 
world, already standing at the brink of darkness, will fall under that 
terrible shadow.’ 

“Do you see?” Nicci asked. “The ‘champion of sacrifice and suffering 
under the banner of both mankind and the Light’ is Jagang and the 
Imperial Order. The next words say that when he ‘finally splits his 
swarm, thus shall be the sign that prophecy has been awakened and 
the final and deciding battle is upon us.’ He has split his army. Half is 
holding the passes, while the other half has gone around to come up 
through D’Hara from the south. As it says, ‘the final and deciding 
battle is upon us.“ 

As if to confirm what she had said, a fit of lightning flickered 
through the windows, accompanied by thunder rumbling the Keep 
beneath their feet. 

Zedd frowned. “I’m not following your reasoning.” 


“Why did Ann and Nathan steal the book in the first place for 
Richard? Because they misinterpreted prophecy—they thought the 
final battle was Darken Rahl. They thought that Richard needed The 
Book of Counted Shadows to fight Darken Rahl in the final battle. They 
found the only copy in existence—they thought. 

“Don’t you see? That was too easy. Richard was born to fight this 
battle, now, with Jagang and with what the Sisters of the Dark have 
done by putting the boxes of Orden in play. This, now, is an extension 
of the same final battle begun with Darken Rahl. 

“T think the prophecies may hint that Richard learned the wrong 
key: ‘Be cautioned, for all true forks and their derivatives are tangled 
in this mantic root.’ All true forks—true keys?—are on the prophetic 
root of this final battle. It says that the other forks are false. Maybe 
other forks contain the false keys. 

“Couldn’t it be said that the battle against Darken Rahl was a false 
fork? Ann and Nathan didn’t know enough at the time—not enough 
events had unfolded, so they went down that fork, preparing Richard 
to fight Darken Rahl, not Jagang. But this prophecy says, ‘If fuer grissa 
ost drauka does not lead this final battle, then the world, already 
standing at the brink of darkness, will fall under that terrible shadow.’ 

“That terrible shadow is the power of Orden unleashed by the 
Sisters of the Dark. They want to darken the world of life. Ann, 
Nathan, and Richard were preparing for the wrong battle. This is the 
battle he was meant to fight.” 

Zedd paced, his face creased in thought. He halted, finally, and 
turned to her. “Maybe, Nicci. Maybe. You’ve spent a great deal more 
time studying prophecy than I have. Maybe you have something. 

“But then, maybe you don’t. Prophecy, as Nathan has explained, is 
not subject to study the way you have just explained. Prophecy is a 
means of communication between prophets. It can’t necessarily be 
studied, analyzed, or understood by those without the gift for 
prophecy. 

“Just like Ann and Nathan may have jumped to conclusions without 
sufficient information, I think it’s also too early for you to draw such 
conclusions.” 

Nicci nodded, conceding his point. “I hope you’re right, Zedd—I 
really do. This is not an argument I want to win. I’m only bringing it 
up because I think we need to consider the implications.” 

He nodded. “There is something else to consider. Richard doesn’t 
take to prophecy. He is a creature of free will, and prophecy has a way 
of having to open up to accommodate him. In this case, with Darken 
Rahl, maybe Darken Rahl was a false fork, but had he won there are 
prophetic roots to cover that eventuality as well. Proponents of 
prophecy would have pointed to them to confirm that Darken Rahl 


was the true root. We would now find ourselves on one of those other 
branches, and this one would be false. You can find a prophecy to 
support just about any belief.” 

“T don’t know,” Nicci said as she ran her fingers back through her 
hair, “perhaps you're right.” 

She was so tired. She needed to get some sleep; maybe then she 
could think more clearly. Maybe her worry was causing her to race 
down false trails. 

“There is no way we can say at this point if the copies of The Book 
of Counted Shadows, the one I found and the one Richard knows, are 
true keys or false.” 

“So, what are we going to do?” she asked. 

Zedd halted his pacing and faced her. “We’re going to get Richard 
back, and he is going to find a way to stop this threat.” 

Nicci smiled. He had a way of making her feel better in the darkest 
of times—just the way Richard did. 

“But Pll tell you one thing,” Zedd said. “Before that time comes, we 
had better find out if the key he memorized is the true or the false 
key.” 

Nicci closed the cover on The Book of Life and picked it up, holding 
it in the crook of her arm. “I need to learn this whole book, cover to 
cover. I need to find out if there is a way to do what Richard asked of 
me—take the boxes back out of play, or somehow annul the threat. 

“Failing that, I had better know it inside and out so that I can 
hopefully be useful to Richard in finding an answer to it all.” 

Zedd appraised her eyes. “That’s going to be a great deal of work. 
It’s going to take a lot of time—a book that complex could take 
months to fully understand. I only hope we have that much time. I 
have to say, though, that I agree with you. I guess that you had better 
get started right away.” 

Nicci slipped the book back into a pocket in her dress. “I guess that 
I had better. There may be books here that would help. If there are 
any I can think of, or that are mentioned, I’ll let you know. From what 
I’ve seen so far, there are technical matters I may need help with. If I 
get stuck, I could use the help of the First Wizard.” 

Zedd smiled. “You have it, my dear.” 

She shook a finger at him. “But if you come up with a way to find 
Richard, you had better tell me before you finish having the thought.” 

Zedd’s smile widened. “Agreed.” 

“What if we don’t find Lord Rahl?” Cara asked. 

The other two stared at her. Thunder rumbled through the distant 
valley. Rain pattered steadily against the windows. 

“Well get him back,” Nicci insisted, refusing to consider the 


unthinkable. 
“Nothing is ever easy,” Zedd muttered. 


Chapter 54 

Despite how weary she was of riding, Kahlan was awestruck by the 
sight rising up in the distance. Past a dark flood tide of men of the 
Imperial Order, across the purple-gray shadows settling across the vast 
plain, rose an enormous plateau, catching the last golden rays of the 
setting sun. 

On that plateau stood a place as vast as any city. The high outer 
walls glowed in the waning evening light. White marble, stucco, and 
stone making up the vast array of buildings in an endless variety of 
sizes, shapes, and heights shimmered with the departing blush of 
daylight. Roofs sheltered the place from the coming cold night of the 
dying season as if gathering it all up under protective skirts. 

It was like seeing something good, something noble, something 
beautiful, after all she had seen for endless weeks of travel had been 
grim, brooding men restless for someone upon whom to vent their vile 
nature. 

It felt to Kahlan as if it were a desecration having these men in the 
shadow of such a place as this. She felt ashamed to be among the 
profane rabble gathered at the feet of such a shining accomplishment 
of man so proudly rising up before them. Just looking at the place for 
some reason made her heart sing. Though she couldn’t recall ever 
having seen it before, she felt as if she should have. 

All around them were grunting men, baying mules, snorting horses, 
creaking wagons, and the clang of armor and weapons—the sounds of 
the beast come to slay all that was good. The stench was like a toxic 
cloud that always followed along with them to serve to remind anyone 
they came upon just how unwholesome these men really were. As if 
anyone would need the additional clue. 

All around Kahlan rode the special guards who for weeks now had 
kept a watchful eye on her. There were forty-three of them. Kahlan 
had counted so that she could keep track of them all. She had made it 
her business as they traveled to learn their faces, their habits. She 
knew which ones were clumsy, which were stupid, which were smart, 
and which were good with weapons. As a game while riding endless 
day after endless day, she studied their strengths and weaknesses, 
planning and visualizing how she could kill each and every last one of 
them. 

So far, she had not killed any. She had decided that her best chance 
in the long run was to go along, for now, with whatever she was told 
to do, to be compliant, to be obedient. The men had all been warned 
that she belonged to Jagang, and they were not to lay a finger on her 
—except to keep her from escaping. 

Kahlan wanted to blend into the monotony of daily life, to have the 


men guarding her become lulled into thinking of her as innocuous, 
harmless, even cowed, so that she became just another one of their 
tedious chores. She’d had a number of opportunities to kill several of 
the men. She never took that opportunity, no matter how easy it 
would have been, choosing instead to let them feel comfortable, safe, 
even bored with her. Such inattention to the danger she represented 
would one day serve her better than a useless attack that for now 
could not really accomplish anything. It would not help her escape, 
and would only cause Jagang to use the collar—if not his hands—to 
bring her pain. While he needed no excuse, she saw no purpose to 
giving him a good one. 

The only one not lulled into indifference and carelessness was 
Jagang himself. He did not misjudge her, or her will. He seemed to 
enjoy watching her tactics, even tactics as uninteresting as doing 
nothing. Like her, he carried patience in his arsenal. He was the only 
one not to let his guard down for an instant. Kahlan thought that he 
knew precisely what she was doing. 

She ignored him as well; even if he knew what she was doing, she 
reasoned that it still diminished the level of caution he could maintain 
when nothing ever happened. Waiting for something that never came 
was wearing, even if you knew it was inevitable. Even if he knew that 
she would eventually try something, weeks and weeks of her meek 
compliance would buy her the element of surprise, even if it was only 
a momentary surprise. That instant of advantage might be all that 
made the difference when the time came. 

Sometimes, though, she could not ignore him. When he was in a 
foul mood and she angered him—usually by her mere presence, not 
anything that she did—he would beat her bloody. Twice she had had 
to be healed by a Sister lest she bleed to death. When he was in one of 
his truly vile moods, it usually ended up being a great deal worse than 
a simple beating. He was a very inventive man when it came to how 
to abuse a woman. When he was in an abusive mood, not simple pain 
but humiliation seemed to fascinate him. She had learned that he 
would not stop until he made her finally cry for one reason or 
another. 

If she did cry, it was only when she could not help it, when she fell 
to depths of such pain, or humiliation, or despair, that she simply 
could not hold back her tears. Jagang enjoyed watching her cry, then. 
She did not do it just to give in, to make him stop what he was doing, 
but only because she was at a point where she could not help herself. 
And that was what he liked seeing. 

At other times he would bring women to his tent while Kahlan had 
to stay on the carpet beside the bed, where she was always made to 
sleep, as if she were his dog. He usually brought some unfortunate, 


captive woman who was less than willing. He seemed to seek out 
captives who most feared his attention, and then gave them a violent 
introduction to being a slave to the emperor and his bed. When he fell 
asleep, Kahlan would hold the terrified woman, tell her that things 
would one day be better and comfort her as best she could. 

He might have done it because he enjoyed such things, but that was 
only a side benefit. His real objective was to constantly remind Kahlan 
of what would happen to her once her memory returned. 

Kahlan intended it never to return. Her memory would be her 
undoing. 

Now that they had arrived at their destination, there would be more 
time for Ja’La games. Kahlan imagined that there would be 
tournaments. She hoped that they would divert Jagang’s attention 
from her, keep him occupied. She would have to accompany him—she 
was made to stay close—but that was better than being alone with 
him. 

As they arrived at the emperor’s tents she was at first a little 
puzzled that the compound specifically, and the camp in general, was 
so far from their distant objective. He was so close. It seemed that it 
was only a matter of another hour’s ride or two and they would be 
there. 

Kahlan didn’t ask why they had stopped short, but she soon found 
out when officers arrived for a nightly briefing. 

“T want all the Sisters on watch tonight,” Jagang told them. “This 
close, there is no telling what sorts of wicked powers the enemy up 
there might send down on us.” 

Kahlan noticed that Sisters Ulicia and Armina, not far away, were 
relieved to overhear such orders. It meant they wouldn’t be sent to 
entertain the men. In the long march of weeks, after being sent to the 
tents almost nightly as punishment for their transgressions against 
Jagang, they both looked to have aged years. 

They had both been rather attractive women, but no more. They 
both had lost whatever beauty they once possessed. Their eyes, heavy 
with dark bags, were rather hollow and distant. Sister Armina’s sky 
blue eyes seemed to always look startled, as if she still couldn’t believe 
her fate. Creases had come to their faces, giving them both a heavy, 
drained, downcast look. They were always dirty, their hair perpetually 
tangled and their clothes torn. They often showed up in the morning 
with lurid bruises. 

Kahlan didn’t like to see anyone suffer, but she could not work up 
any sympathy for these two. Were it not for them, she would not be in 
the clutches of a man who was only counting the moments until she 
recovered her memory and he could begin in earnest to make her 
suffer what he had promised to be insufferable agony, both physically 


and mentally. He had promised her, more than once, that when she 
had her memory back he was going to impregnate her and she was 
going to bear him a child—a male, he always claimed. He always 
added a cryptic message about how when she had her memory back, 
she would then truly understand just what a monster such a male 
child would be to her. 

As far as Kahlan was concerned, whatever Jagang did to those two 
women was not enough. 

Beyond what they had done to her, by hearing bits and pieces 
Kahlan had put together the nature of their plot and what those two 
had planned to do to everyone. That alone made it impossible to treat 
them too brutally. If it was Kahlan’s choice, though, she would simply 
have put them to death. Kahlan held no favor with torture; she simply 
believed that they did not deserve to continue to live. They had 
forfeited their right to live by the harm they had already done to 
others, and by what they planned to do to deprive everyone of their 
lives. By that measure, the entire army deserved to die. 

Kahlan only wished that Jagang could suffer a similar fate. 

“At least their army has fled,” one of the senior officers said to 
Jagang as the emperor’s horse was led away. Another man took 
Kahlan’s mare. 

The officer was missing half his left ear. It had long since healed 
over in a lump, becoming a distraction that was hard to ignore. Men 
who didn’t ignore it sometimes lost an ear. 

“They have no defenders left,” another officer said. 

“Pm sure they have gifted up there,” Jagang said, “but they 
shouldn’t present an obstacle that can stop us.” 

“The reports of the scouts and spies say that the road up the side is 
narrow—too narrow for any kind of mass assault. There is also a 
drawbridge that they have raised. Bringing building materials up that 
road, and then defending ourselves while we tried to span the chasm, 
would be hard to do. 

“As for the great door leading to the interior way up into the 
plateau, it has been closed. No one entertains any faith in breaching 
that door. It has stood for thousands of years against any assault. 
Besides, the reports from the gifted say that their powers are 
weakened near the palace.” 

Jagang smiled. “I have some ideas.” 

The man missing part of his ear bowed his head. “Yes, Excellency.” 

As Jagang and his officers talked, Kahlan noticed a small cluster of 
men in the distance riding at breakneck speed through the camp. They 
were coming up from behind, from the south. At every checkpoint, the 
men brought their horses to a skidding halt, spoke briefly to sentries, 


and were ushered through. 

Jagang had noticed the riders, too. His conversation with his 
officers dwindled away and soon all of them were watching with the 
emperor as the riders made it to the inner defenses and dismounted in 
a cloud of dust. They waited at the final ring of steel for permission to 
enter the emperor’s compound. 

When Jagang signaled, the men were brought forward. They came 
with haste, despite how tired they looked. 

The man at their lead was a wiry fellow, older, with a hard look in 
his dark eyes. He saluted. 

“Well,” Jagang said, “what is it that’s so urgent?” 

“Excellency, cities in the Old World have come under attack.” 

“Is that so.” Jagang heaved an impatient sigh. “It’s those 
insurrectionists, mostly from Altur’Rang. Haven’t they been put down 
yet?” 

“No, Excellency, it is not insurrectionists—although they are 
causing trouble as well, led by one called the blacksmith. Too many 
places have been attacked for it to be the doings of insurrectionists.” 

Jagang eyed the man suspiciously. “What places have come under 
attack?” 

The man pulled a scroll out from inside his dusty shirt. “Here is a 
list we have collected, so far.” « “So far?” Jagang asked, arching an 
eyebrow as he unfurled the scroll. 

“Yes, Excellency. The information is that there is a wave of 
destruction sweeping across the land.” 

Jagang scanned the long list of places on the scroll. Kahlan tried not 
to appear obvious as she glanced at the report out of the corner of her 
eye. She saw two columns of towns and cities listed. There had to be 
more than thirty-five or forty places written on the scroll. 

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘sweeping across the land,’ “ 
Jagang growled. “These places are all random. They’re not located in 
a line, or cluster, or one area of the Old World. They’re all over the 
place.” 

The man cleared his throat. “Yes, Excellency. That is the report.” 

“Some of this has to be overstated.” To make his point, Jagang 
jabbed the paper with a fat finger. The silver rings on each finger 
flashed in the fading light. “Taka-Mar, for instance. Taka-Mar has 
been attacked? It couldn’t have been very effective for a malcontent 
mob of fools to attack such a place. There are troop garrisons there. 
It’s a transfer station for supply trains. There are ample defenses in 
place. There are even Brothers of the Fellowship of Order in charge of 
the place. They wouldn’t have allowed a rabble to have their way in 
Taka-Mar. This report most likely is overstated by nervous fools who 


are afraid of their own shadow.” 

The man bowed apologetically. “Excellency, Taka-Mar was one of 
the places I saw with my own eyes.” 

“Well?” Jagang roared. “What did you see, then? Out with it!” 

“The roads into the city from every direction are lined with stakes 
topped with charred skulls,” the man began. 

“How many skulls?” Jagang waved dismissively. “Dozens? As many 
as a hundred?” 

“Excellency, there were numbers beyond counting, and I stopped 
counting at several thousand without having made much headway in 
a full tally. The city itself is no more.” 

“No more?” Jagang blinked in confusion. “What do you mean, no 
more? Such a thing is impossible.” 

“It has been burned to the ground, Excellency. There was not a 
single building left standing. The fires were so intense that the lumber 
cannot be salvaged. The orchards all the way out into the hills were 
all cut down. The fields of ripe crops for miles and miles in every 
direction have all been burned. The ground has been salted. Nothing 
will ever grow there again. A once fertile place will never support 
anything again. It looks like the Keeper himself destroyed the place.” 

“Well, where were the soldiers! What were they doing during all 
this!” 

“The skulls on stakes were the soldiers garrisoned there. Every last 
one of them, I’m afraid.” 

Jagang cast a look at Kahlan, as if she were somehow responsible 
for the catastrophe. His glare told her that he somehow associated the 
trouble with her. He crushed the paper in his fist as he returned his 
attention to the messenger. 

“What about the Brothers of the Order? Did they say what 
happened and why they weren’t able to stop it?” 

“There were six Brothers assigned to Taka-Mar, Excellency. They 
were impaled on posts placed in the middle of different roads into the 
city. Each had been skinned from the neck down. A cap of office was 
left on each man’s head so that all could know who they were. 

“The masses of people who fled the city say that the attack came at 
night. As terrified as they were, we weren’t able to get much useful 
information from them, other than that the men who attacked them 
were soldiers of the D’Haran Empire. They were all sure of that much. 
Every one of these people has lost their home. 

“The attackers made no move to slaughter the escaping refugees if 
they offered no armed resistance, but they made it quite clear to the 
fleeing people that they intended to lay waste to all of the Old World 
and anyone who supports the Imperial Order. 


“The soldiers told the people that it is the Order and their beliefs 
that has brought this strife upon them, and who will bring them and 
their land to ruin. The soldiers vowed that they would haunt the 
people of the Old World into their graves and then into the darkest 
corners of the underworld if they did not give up the teachings of the 
Order and their belligerent ways that flowed from those teachings.” 

Kahlan only realized that she was smiling when Jagang rounded on 
her and backhanded her hard enough to knock her from her feet. She 
knew that he was going to beat her bloody that night. 

She didn’t care. It was worth it to hear what she had just heard. She 
couldn’t stop smiling. 


Chapter 55 

Nicci pulled her cloak tighter around herself as she leaned one 
shoulder up against the great stone merlon. She peered down through 
the crenellation to the road far below, watching the four riders 
making their way up the mountain toward the Keep. They were still 
quite a distance, but she thought she had a good idea who they were. 

Nicci yawned as she looked out over the city of Aydindril below, 
and the vast carpet of forests all around. The vivid colors of autumn 
were beginning to fade. Looking at the trees spreading up onto the 
slopes of the surrounding mountains, and how they so boldly heralded 
the change of seasons, made her think about Richard. He loved the 
trees. Nicci had come to love them, too, because they reminded her of 
him. 

She saw the trees in a different light for other reasons as well. They 
marked the turn of time, the passing of seasons, the change of patterns 
that were part of her world now, too, because of their connection to 
all the things she had been studying in The Book of Life. It was all 
intricately interconnected—how the power of Orden worked, and how 
that power functioned through its connection to the world of life. The 
world, the seasons, the stars, the position of the moon, were parts of 
the equation, all parts of what contributed to and governed the power 
of Orden. The more she studied and the more she learned, the more 
she felt that pulse of time and life that was all around her. 

She had also come to recognize with complete clarity that Richard 
had memorized a false key. 

She never made the point to Zedd. It seemed unimportant for the 
present. It was also a difficult case to make. It wasn’t so much what 
The Book of Life said, but how it said it. The book was in another 
language, and not just High D’Haran. While it was written in High 
D’Haran, the true language of the book was its interconnection to the 
power invoked through it. The formulas, spells, and procedures were 
only one aspect. 

In many ways it reminded her of how Richard spoke so 
convincingly of the language of symbols and emblems. She was 
coming to understand what he meant by seeing it for herself all laid 
out in The Book of Life. She was coming to see the lines and angles in 
certain formulas as a language all their own. She was beginning to 
truly grasp what Richard meant. 

The Book of Life carried meaning that had forced Nicci to look at the 
world of life in a new way—in a way that very much reminded her of 
the way Richard had always looked at the world, through a prism of 
excitement, wonder, and love of life. In a way it was a profound 
recognition of the precise nature of things, an appreciation of things 


for what they were, not for what people imagined of them. 

In part, that was because The Book of Life was not just Additive, but 
Subtractive Magic in the same way that death was part of the process 
of life. It dealt with the whole. For that reason, Nicci couldn’t explain 
it to Zedd; he didn’t possess the ability to use Subtractive Magic. 
Without that ability, a constituent part of what was needed to 
understand The Book of Life was missing. She could explain the 
formulas, lay out the procedures, show him the spells, but much of it 
he could only observe through the filter of his limited ability. While 
he could intellectually understand some of it, he couldn’t actually 
perform what was involved. 

It was something like the difference between hearing about love, 
understanding the depth of such feelings, grasping how it affected 
people, but never having actually experienced it. Without that 
experience, it was only academic, sterile. 

Until you felt the magic, you didn’t know it. 

It was in that sense that Nicci had come to know that Richard had 
memorized a false key. She had been right, before, in that if the 
person who put the boxes in play failed to use the key properly, the 
boxes would be destroyed along with the one who put them in play. 
But it was more than that simple statement. There was the whole 
complex nature of the processes involved in using the boxes that 
demonstrated that concept in ways that the words only presented in a 
simplified, condensed manner. 

Through the mechanisms in the book, she could glimpse how the 
power functioned. By understanding that function on a profound level, 
she could see how the magic, if invoked, needed and used the key for 
completion. Through grasping that process, she could see how if the 
key was used improperly the boxes themselves were inescapably 
destroyed along with the person making the fatal mistake. The magic 
simply would not allow such a breach to go uncompleted. 

It would be like tossing a rock and without any outside influence or 
intervention having it float in midair rather than fall back to the 
ground. It simply would not happen. In the same way, the magic of 
Orden had laws of its identity. By the way it functioned, by those laws 
of its identity, it had to destroy the boxes if the key was not used 
properly. The rock has to fall. 

When Richard used his memory of what he believed was The Book 
of Counted Shadows, he changed it in order to trick Darken Rahl into 
opening the wrong box. But it had only been the wrong box named in 
a clever simulation that seemed as if it had meaning to The Book of 
Life. In fact, such a book was only a shrewd fake, a false key. Had it 
been real, and misused in such a way, the boxes would no longer 
exist. 


A false key, a clever fake, simply could not trigger the power of 
Orden to destroy the boxes, but the real key, if used in the fashion 
that Richard had used it, would have caused the entire structure of 
spell to collapse in on itself, taking the boxes with it. 

The boxes of Orden, after all, had been created for the purpose of 
countering the Chainfire spell. To misuse the key meant that someone 
without the proper intention and knowledge was trying to gain access 
to Orden’s power, in essence tampering with the purpose for which it 
had been created. The Book of Life made it all too clear within the 
structure of the spell-forms that, as a safeguard, if everything was not 
done correctly, namely completed with the key in the exact, 
prescribed manner, the formulas and spells would self-destruct—not 
altogether unlike the way in which Richard had shut down the 
verification web, collapsing it, to save Nicci. 

Richard had memorized a false key, that was the truth of it. 

“What is it?” came Zedd’s voice. 

Nicci looked back over her shoulder to see the old wizard marching 
across the vast rampart. She knew that she had to set aside the things 
she had been considering. Telling Zedd about the false key now would 
only cause him to want to argue. Arguing with Zedd would serve no 
purpose. 

Richard was the one who really needed to know that the key he 
possessed was false. 

“Four riders,” Nicci told him. 

Zedd came to a halt at the wall. He peered down at the road and 
grunted to indicate that he saw them. 

“Looks like Tom and Friedrich to me,” Cara said. “They must have 
found someone sneaking around.” 

“T don’t think so,” Nicci said. “They hardly look like prisoners. I can 
see the glint of steel. The man is carrying weapons. Tom would have 
disarmed anyone he thought was a threat. Besides, the other one looks 
like a little girl.” 

“Rachel?” Zedd asked, frowning as he leaned out farther, trying to 
see better between the trees far down the road. It would not be many 
more days until those golden-brown leaves were gone for the season. 
“Do you really think it could be her?” 

“That’s my guess,” Nicci said. 

He turned and appraised her critically. “You look terrible.” 

“Thank you,” she said. “Just what a woman likes to hear from a 
gentleman.” 

He huffed a dismissal of his rude manners. “When’s the last time 
you got any sleep?” 

Nicci yawned again. “I don’t know. Last summer, when I came back 


from the People’s Palace with that book?” 

He made a face at her rather poor attempt at humor. She didn’t 
know why she tried to be funny with him. Zedd could make people 
laugh just by grunting. Whenever she said anything she thought was 
rather amusing, people just stared at her, the way Cara was doing. 

“How is it coming?” he asked. 

Nicci knew what he meant. She pulled some hair back off her face, 
holding it back from the grasp of the wind. “I could use your help 
with some star charts and angle calculations. It might speed things up 
if I didn’t have to do those myself. I could go on to some of the other 
translations and problems.” 

Zedd laid a hand tenderly on her back, giving her a gentle rub that 
conveyed a personal, comforting warmth. “On one condition.” 

“What’s that?” she asked as she yawned again. 

“You get some sleep.” 

Nicci smiled as she nodded. “All right, Zedd.” She gestured, pointing 
with her chin. “First I think we had better get down there to see who 
our guests are.” 


They were just coming out the big door of the Keep at the side 
entrance with the paddock when the riders came under the arched 
opening in the wall. 

Tom and Friedrich were escorting Chase and Rachel. Rachel’s hair 
was chopped short, rather than long the way it had been, and Chase 
looked to be in surprisingly good health for a man who had been 
stabbed with the Sword of Truth. 

“Chase!” Zedd shouted. “You're alive!” 

“Well, it’s hard to ride a horse upright when you’re dead.” 

Cara chuckled. Nicci glanced at her, wondering where the woman’s 
sudden appreciation for humor had come from. 

“Found them returning,” Tom said. “First people we’ve seen out 
there in months.” 

“It was good to see Rachel back,” Friedrich said. The older man 
regarded the girl with a grin, showing how much he really meant it. 

Zedd caught Rachel as she slipped from the saddle while Cara took 
the reins of the horse. 

“My, but you’re getting heavy,” Zedd told her. 

“Chase rescued me,” Rachel said. “He was so brave. You should 
have seen him. He killed a hundred men all by himself.” 

“A hundred! My, my, what an accomplishment.” 

“You stabbed one in the leg for me,” Chase said as he swung down 
out of his saddle. “Otherwise I’d only have gotten ninety-nine.” 


Rachel kicked her legs, eager to be put down. “Zedd, I brought 
something important with me.” 

Once on the ground, she untied a leather bag hanging right behind 
her saddle. She brought it to the granite steps and set it down, then 
undid the drawstring. 

When she pushed back the leather covering, darkness came out into 
the crisp late-autumn daylight. To Nicci, it felt like looking into the 
inky obscurity of Jagang’s eyes. 

“Rachel,” Zedd said in astonishment, “where did you get this?” 

“A man, Samuel, who had Richard’s sword had it. He stabbed Chase 
and took me with him. Then he gave it to a witch woman named Six, 
and to Violet, the queen of Tamarang, though I don’t think she’s queen 
anymore. 

“You can’t believe how evil Six is.” 

“I think I can imagine,” Zedd told her. 

Having a little trouble following the story, he lifted the leather back 
a little for a better look inside. 

Staring at one of the boxes of Orden sitting on the steps before her, 
Nicci felt as if her heart were in her throat. After the weeks and weeks 
of study of the book that went with the boxes, to actually see one was 
startling. Theory was one thing, but to see the reality of what this 
object represented was altogether something else. 

“T couldn’t let them have it,” Rachel told Zedd. “So when I got a 
chance to escape I stole it and took it with me.” 

Zedd ruffled her chopped-off blond hair. “You did good, little one. I 
always knew you were special.” 

Rachel hugged the wizard around the neck. “Six made Violet draw 
pictures of Richard. It scared me to see what they were doing.” 

“In a cave?” Zedd asked. When Rachel nodded, he glanced up at 
Nicci. “That explains a lot.” 

Nicci took a step closer. “Was Richard there? Did you see him?” 

Rachel shook her head. “No. Six left one day. When she finally came 
back she told Violet that she had been bringing him back, but the 
Imperial Order captured him.” 

“The Imperial Order...” Zedd said. 

Nicci tried to imagine what was worse, the witch woman having 
Richard in her clutches, or the Imperial Order capturing him. 

She guessed that what was the worst was Richard stripped of his 
gift, his sword, and being in the hands of the Order. 


Chapter 56 

Kahlan pulled her cloak tighter around herself as she walked beside 
the emperor, his constant, compliant companion. It was not by choice, 
of course, but by force, whether applied or implied. At night she slept 
on the carpet beside his bed, a constant reminder of where she would 
end up. During the day she remained always at his side, like his dog 
on a leash. Her leash, though, was an iron collar with which he could 
bring her to heel at any time. 

She could not imagine what could engender such hatred for her, 
what could have given rise to his burning need to bring punishment 
down on her for the sins he saw in all his enemies. Whatever she had 
done to earn his hatred, he deserved it. 

When a gust of bitter cold wind ripped through the encampment, 
Kahlan hid the side of her face behind her cloak. Men turned their 
faces away from the blast of grit carried in the wind. With autumn 
rapidly drawing to an end, winter would soon be upon them. Kahlan 
didn’t think it was going to be at all pleasant out on the open plain 
around the plateau that held the People’s Palace, but she also knew 
that with this bone in his teeth, Jagang wasn’t going to let it go for 
anything. He was nothing if not tenacious. 

There was supposed to be another copy of The Book of Counted 
Shadows hidden somewhere within that plateau, and Jagang meant to 
have it. 

Out on the Azrith Plain, the construction ground onward. It had 
been going on throughout the autumn, and she knew it would go on 
into winter, all winter if necessary, until it was complete. If, that was, 
the ground beneath them didn’t freeze solid. Kahlan suspected that he 
had plans if that were to happen—probably fires, if needed, to keep 
the dirt thawed. She supposed, too, that if it remained dry, the ground 
could still be dug even if it was freezing. 

There was no way to breach the great inner door into the plateau, 
and the road up the outside had quickly proven worthless for an 
attack by such vast numbers of men. 

Jagang had a solution to the predicament. 

He intended to construct a great, ramped road which would allow 
his army to march right up to the walls of the palace atop the plateau. 
He had told his officers that once they reached the walls, siege 
machines could be used to batter their way through the walls. First, 
though, they had to get up there. 

To that end, out beyond the vast encampment, closer to the plateau, 
the army was constructing the ramp. The width of the ramp was 
staggering. They needed it wide for two reasons, both equally 
important. They needed a ramp wide enough to eventually support an 


assault massive enough that it couldn’t be turned back by the 
defenders. Just as important, the plateau towered above the Azrith 
Plain. For the ramp to reach that height, the base had to be 
monumental lest the whole thing collapse. They had to, in essence, 
build a small mountain up against the plateau in order to reach the 
top. Tenacious, indeed. 

The distance they had to their goal, from where they had started, 
was daunting. Because of the height, it required great length so that 
men and equipment could eventually be marched and rolled up the 
roadway they were building up to the very walls of the People’s 
Palace. 

It seemed at first to be a crazy idea, an impossible project, but what 
could be accomplished with millions of men who had nothing else to 
do and a driven emperor who cared nothing about their well-being 
was nothing short of astonishing. Every moment there was light, and 
sometimes by torchlight, long, snaking files of men either carried 
containers of dirt and rock to the site of the ever-growing ramp or dug 
up great mounds of supplies. Rock was mixed with the finer soil to 
make it stable. Other men had simple, weighted tampers to pack the 
new dirt as it was dumped. 

Nearly all the men in the camp were engaged in the enterprise. 
Though the task was daunting, the progress made by so many men 
was continual. Inexorably, the ramp continued to grow. Of course, the 
higher it got, the longer it was going to take, because it would require 
so much more material. 

Kahlan thought it appropriate that such men would assault fine 
construction of marble with dirt. It befitted the philosophy of the 
Order to grub in the dirt in order to bring down some of man’s finest 
work. 

Kahlan couldn’t imagine how long it was going to take to complete 
such a project, hut Jagang had no intention of abandoning his plan 
until he was successful. The end was in sight, he often reminded his 
officers, and he expected complete devotion and sacrifice from all for 
their noble purpose. He was implacable in his determination to bring 
down the last bastion of freedom. 

From the edge of the emperor’s compound, as they observed the 
construction, Kahlan saw a messenger coming in on horseback. To the 
south, she could see the long plume of dust rising from an 
approaching supply train. She had been checking on it for hours, 
watching it draw ever closer, and now the lead wagons were just 
beginning to enter camp. 

Jagang had been relieved to see the supply train finally arrive. An 
army as vast as this one required constant supplies of all sorts, but 
mainly food. Out on the Azrith Plain, there was nowhere for the army 


to scavenge food; there were no farms, no crops, no herds of livestock. 
It would take constant resupply from the Old World to keep the army 
alive and building the emperor’s ramp up into the sky. 

After dismounting, the messenger approached and waited patiently. 
Jagang finally signaled several officers forward along with the man 
who’d ridden in. 

The man bowed. “Excellency, I come with the supplies the good 
people from our homeland have sent. Many sacrificed to see to it that 
our valiant troops have what they need to vanquish the enemy.” 

“We can use the supplies, no doubt of that. The men are all working 
hard and I need to keep up their strength.” 

“Our train also brings some of the Ja’La dh Jin teams that wish to 
join the tournaments in the hopes of having the chance to one day 
play His Excellency’s renowned team.” 

“What teams are they?” Jagang asked, absently, as he scanned a 
manifest the messenger handed him. 

“Most are teams of our soldiers from various divisions. One is the 
team belonging to the commander of our supply train. To supplement 
his own men, he has gathered men from the New World along our 
journey north. He thinks that, with such men from the New World on 
his team, he can provide quite a spectacle for His Excellency’s 
enjoyment.” 

Jagang nodded as he continued to read the list. “It will do these 
heathens good to learn our ways. Ja’La dh Jin is a good way to bring 
other peoples into our culture and customs. It diverts simple minds 
from the barren existence we all endure in this meaningless life.” 

The man bowed. “Yes, Excellency.” 

Jagang finally finished and looked up. “I’ve been hearing rumors. Is 
this team with the captives as good as I’ve heard?” 

“They seem to be formidable, Excellency. They have defeated teams 
that no one thought they could beat. At first it was thought to have 
been simple luck. No one still thinks it is luck. They have a point man 
who is said to be the best ever seen.” 

Jagang grunted his skepticism. “I have the best on my team.” 

The man bowed an apology. “Yes, Excellency. Of course you are 
correct.” 

“What word do you bring from our homeland?” 

The man hesitated. “Excellency, I am afraid that I must report some 
unsettling news. As the next supply train that was to follow after ours 
was assembling down in the Old World, it was set upon and 
destroyed. All the recruits who were to be sent north with the train to 
reinforce our army... well, I’m afraid, Excellency, that they were all 
killed. Their heads were left on stakes beside the road. The line of 


stakes stretched from one town to the next—both towns burned to the 
ground. A number of cities, along with forests and croplands, are 
burning. The fires are intense and, when the wind is right, we can 
smell the smoke even this far north. It is difficult to pin down exactly 
what is going on, except that the attacks are all reliably reported to be 
New World soldiers.” 

Jagang glanced at Kahlan. She suspected he was looking to see if 
she would smile, like the last time. She didn’t need to smile. She could 
maintain a stony face, and rejoice inwardly. She felt like cheering 
those unknown men far away who were beginning to vex Jagang with 
the damage they were causing. 

Almost as bad as the damage, rumors were sweeping through the 
camp. The attacks in their homeland were unsettling the men, who 
had always considered the Old World not just invulnerable to such 
attack, but invincible as well. As the rumors spread, they grew in 
weight among the men. Jagang had already executed a number of 
men for spreading such rumors. Since she had little interaction with 
the men—most didn’t even see her—she didn’t know if the executions 
quelled the rumors but, somehow, she doubted it. If the rumors of 
such things unsettled the soldiers, Kahlan could only imagine the fear 
beginning to grip those in the Old World. While their army was away 
seeking conquest, she imagined that the people back there were 
largely defenseless. 

“The reports are, Excellency, that these marauders are destroying 
everything in their path. They burn crops, kill livestock, destroy mills, 
break dams, ruin every sort of craft producing goods for our noble 
effort to spread the word of the Order. 

“Particularly hard hit are those who give support to our people by 
teaching them the ways of the Order—those who instill the need to 
sacrifice for our effort to crush the heathens to the north.” 

Jagang was remaining calm on the outside, but Kahlan, as well as 
the officers watching him, knew that inside he was boiling with rage. 

“Any idea who is going after our teachers, our leaders? Any 
particular unit of the enemy?” 

The man bowed another apology. “Excellency, I regret to report that 
all of our teachers and the Brothers who have been murdered trying to 
teach the ways of the Creator and the Order, well... every one of their 
corpses was found to be missing a right ear.” 

Jagang’s face went red with rage. Kahlan could see the muscles in 
his jaw and temples flex as he gritted his teeth. 

“Do you think it could be those same men who plagued us on our 
way up into the Midlands, Excellency?” one of the officers asked. 

“Of course it is!” Jagang roared. “I want something done about 


this,” he said, directing his orders to the officers. “Do you 
understand?” 

“Yes, Excellency,” they all said as one as they bowed their heads 
and kept them bowed down. 

“T want a stop put to this nuisance. We need those supply trains to 
continue coming. We’re close to ending this war in a great victory. I 
will not allow our effort to fail. Do you understand!” 

“Yes, Excellency,” they all said together, again, bowing deeper. 

“Then get to it—all of you!” 

As the men all departed to see to their orders, Jagang started 
marching away, out of his compound. Kahlan felt the shock of pain 
from the collar prompting her to keep up with him. Armed men, as 
always, fell in around Jagang as his royal escort and guard. 


Chapter 57 

Richard watched through the bars covering the small window in the 
side of his iron cage as the wagon bounced through the sprawling 
encampment. 

“Ruben, would you take a look at that,” Johnrock said. Hands 
gripping the bars, he was grinning like a man on holiday at what he 
saw. 

Richard glanced over at his cagemate. “Quite the sight,” he agreed. 

“Think there’s anyone here who can beat us?” 

“I expect we'll find out sooner or later,” Richard said. 

“TIl tell you, Ruben, Pd like to get a crack at cracking some heads 
on the emperor’s team.” The man gave Richard a sidelong glance. 
“Think if we beat the emperor’s team they’ll let us go home?” 

“Are you serious?” 

The man huffed a laugh. “It was a joke, Ruben.” 

“A poor one,” Richard said. 

“T suppose,” Johnrock said with a sigh. “Still, they say the emperor’s 
team is the best. Pd not like to feel that whip again.” 

“Once was enough for me, too.” 

The two of them had shared the iron cage ever since Richard had 
been captured back in Tamarang. Johnrock had already been a 
captive, taken before Richard. He was a big man, a miller, from the 
southern reaches of the Midlands. Just before the supply train had 
moved through his little village, soldiers on lead patrol had arrived 
and thought that, because of his size, Johnrock might make a good 
addition to the team. 

Richard didn’t know Johnrock’s real name. He’d said everyone just 
called him Johnrock because of his size and how hard his muscles 
were from carrying sacks of grain. He knew Richard as Ruben Rybnik. 
Even though Johnrock was a fellow captive, Richard didn’t think it 
would be safe to let anyone know his real name. 

Johnrock had told Richard that he’d broken the arms of three of the 
soldiers trying to capture him before they took him down. Richard 
said only that they had pointed arrows at him, and so he’d given up. 
Johnrock had appeared slightly embarrassed for what he saw as 
Richard’s lack of mettle. 

Despite his rather goofy, lopsided grin, which he wore often and 
despite his circumstances, Johnrock had a quick wit and an analytical 
mind. He had come to like Richard because Richard was the only one 
who didn’t assume he was stupid and didn’t treat him as such. 
Johnrock was anything but stupid. 

He had eventually decided that he’d been wrong about Richard’s 
lack of bravery and had asked to be his right wingman in the Ja’La 


games. Wingman was a rather thankless position that exposed him to 
charges and bruises from the opponents. Johnrock saw the value in 
such a position because it allowed him to break the heads of men from 
the Order and he was cheered for doing so. Even though he was a big 
man, Johnrock was quick—a combination that made him a perfect 
man for Richard’s right wing. He loved being close to Richard during 
play so he could see Richard vent his rage on the Ja’La field in a way 
that the other teams didn’t expect. Together, the two of them had 
become a formidable pair on the field. It was never spoken, but they 
both knew that the other valued the chance to extract a little bit of 
revenge on those who had captured them. 

The camp beyond the iron bars seemed to go on endlessly. Richard 
was sickened to see where they were—out on the Azrith Plain around 
the People’s Palace. He didn’t want to look anymore, and sat back 
down, leaning up against the other side of the box, resting a wrist over 
his knee as the wagon swayed and bucked through the endless horde. 

He was relieved that the D’Haran forces were long gone, or they 
would have by now been annihilated for nothing. Instead, those men 
would by now have had enough time to make it down to the Old 
World. They were probably already laying waste to the place. 

Richard hoped they stuck to the plan—fast and fierce attacks, keep 
separated and hit everywhere in the Old World, sparing nothing. He 
didn’t want anyone in the Old World to feel safe. There needed to be 
consequences to the actions that flowed from their beliefs. 

The men in the camp all watched the wagon train passing among 
them. It looked to be welcome, probably for the food it brought. 
Richard hoped they got their fill. Knowing the orders he had given, it 
was likely to be one of the last supply trains to leave the Old World. 
Without supplies, out on the Azrith Plain, with winter about to 
descend upon them, Jagang’s army was going to find itself 
unexpectedly falling on hard times. 

Nearly all the men they passed near to stared into Richard’s cage, 
trying to get a glimpse of him. He expected that there were already 
rumors spreading through the camp about him and his Ja’La team. He 
had learned when they stopped to play teams at army posts along the 
way that their reputation preceded them. These men were fans of the 
game and looked forward to the tournaments, especially since there 
would no doubt be heightened interest because of the arrival of 
Richard’s team—or Ruben’s team, as it was informally known. The 
team really belonged to the commander with the snake face. There 
was little else to entertain these soldiers, other than the women 
captives. Richard tried not to think about that, because it only made 
him angry, and there was nothing he could do about it in his cage. 

One day, after a particularly violent game that they had won 


handily, Johnrock admitted to being confused as to why Richard 
would have allowed himself to so easily be captured. Richard finally 
told him the truth of what happened. Johnrock at first didn’t believe 
him. Richard told him to ask snake-face some time. He did and found 
that Richard was telling the truth. Johnrock greatly valued liberty and 
thought it was worth fighting for. That was when Johnrock asked to 
be Richard’s right wingman. 

Where Richard had once channeled his rage through the Sword of 
Truth, he now channeled it through the broc and the play of the Ja’La 
game. Even his own team, as much as they liked him leading them, to 
a degree feared him. Except Johnrock. Johnrock didn’t fear Richard. 
He shared Richard’s way of playing—as if the game were life-or-death. 

For some of their opponents made up of Imperial Order troops who 
thought too much of themselves, it had been. It was not at all unusual 
for players, especially opponents of Richard’s team, to be seriously 
hurt, or even die during a match. One of the men on Richard’s team 
had died during a game. He’d been hit in the head with the heavy 
broc when he wasn’t looking. It snapped his neck. 

Richard remembered walking the streets of Aydindril with Kahlan, 
watching children play Ja’La. He had given out official balls if they 
would trade in their heavy brocs for the lighter ones Richard had had 
made up. He didn’t want them getting hurt just to play a game. Now 
all those children had fled Aydindril. 

“This looks like a bad place for us to be, Ruben,” Johnrock said in a 
quiet voice as he watched the camp roll past their little window. He 
sounded uncharacteristically gloomy. “A very bad place for us to be 
slaves.” 

“If you think you’re a slave, then you are a slave,” Richard said. 

Johnrock stared back at Richard for a long moment. “Then I’m not a 
slave, either, Ruben.” 

Richard nodded. “Good for you, Johnrock.” 

The man went back to watching the endless camp pass before his 
eyes. He had probably never seen the likes of it in his life. Richard 
remembered his own wonder when he first left his Hartland woods to 
discover what was beyond. 

“Would you look at that,” Johnrock said in a low voice, staring out 
through the bars. 

Richard didn’t feel like looking. “What is it?” 

“A lot of men—soldiers—but not like the rest of the soldiers. These 
all look the same. Better weapons, better organized. Bigger. They look 
fierce. Everyone is making way for them.” 

Johnrock looked back over his shoulder at Richard. “I bet it’s the 
emperor come to watch us roll by—come to see the challengers to his 


team come to the tournaments. From the descriptions I’ve heard, I bet 
that fellow being guarded by all those big guards in chain mail is 
Jagang himself.” 

Richard went back to the small opening to have a look. He gripped 
the bars as he put his face close to see better as they passed close to 
the guards and their charge. 

“That looks like it’s probably Emperor Jagang, all right,” Richard 
told Johnrock. 

The emperor was looking the other way, watching some of the other 
Ja’La teams made up of Imperial Order soldiers. They weren’t locked 
in iron boxes in wagons, of course. Jagang was watching them 
marching proudly in ranks, carrying banners of their team. 

And then he saw her. 

“Kahlan!” 

She turned toward his voice, not knowing where it was coming 
from; Richard was gripping the bars hard enough to nearly bend them. 
Even though she wasn’t far, he realized that she probably couldn’t 
hear him over all the noise. Men all around were cheering for the 
parade of marching teams. 

Her long hair was tumbled down over her cloak. Richard thought 
his heart would explode it hammered so hard in his chest. 

“Kahlan!” 

She turned more toward him. 

Their eyes met. He was staring right into her green eyes. 

When Jagang started to turn around, she immediately turned away, 
looking off where he was watching. He turned back with her. 

And then she was gone, hidden behind men and wagons and horses 
and tents, disappearing into the distance. 

Richard fell back against the wall, gasping. 

Johnrock sat down beside him. “Ruben—what’s wrong? You look 
like you’ve seen a phantom walking among all those men.” 

Richard could only stare, his eyes wide, as he panted. 

“Tt was my wife.” 

Johnrock let out a hardy laugh. “You mean you saw the woman you 
want when we win? The commander says that if we beat the 
emperor’s team, we’d get to pick one. You see the one you want?” 

“Tt was her...” 

“Ruben, you look like a man who just fell in love.” 

Richard realized that his smile felt like it might break his face. 

“Tt was her. She’s alive. Johnrock—I wish you could see her. She’s 
alive. She looks exactly the same. Dear spirits, it was Kahlan. It was 
her.” 

“T think you’d best slow down your breathing, Ruben, or you’re 


going to pass out before we have a chance to break some heads.” 

“We're going to play the emperor’s team, Johnrock.” 

“We got to win a lot of games, first, to have that chance.” 

Richard hardly heard the man. He laughed with glee, unable to stop 
himself. “It was her. She’s alive.” Richard threw his arms around 
Johnrock, hugging him tightly. “She’s alive!” 

“If you say so, Ruben.” 


Kahlan carefully controlled her breathing, trying to get her 
galloping heart to slow down. She couldn’t understand why she was so 
shaken. She didn’t know the man in the cage. She had only seen his 
face briefly as the wagon rolled past, but for some reason it shook her 
down to her very soul. 

The second time the man yelled her name, Jagang acted like he 
thought he’d heard something. Kahlan had turned back around so that 
he wouldn’t suspect anything. She didn’t know why that had seemed 
so desperately important. 

That wasn’t true. She did know why. The man was in a cage. If he 
knew her, Jagang might have hurt him, even killed him. 

There was more to it, though. That man knew her. He had to be 
connected to her past. The past she wanted to forget. 

But when she had looked into his gray eyes, everything had 
changed in a heartbeat. Her numb acceptance had shattered. She no 
longer wanted her past to be buried. She suddenly wanted to know 
everything. 

The look in that man’s eyes was so profoundly powerful—so filled 
with something important, something vital—that it drove home to her 
how important her life was. 

Seeing the look in his gray eyes, Kahlan realized that she had to 
know who she was. Whatever the consequences, whatever the cost, 
she had to know the truth. She had to have her life back. The truth 
was the only way. 

Jagang’s threats of what he would do to her might be a very real 
consequence, but she suddenly knew that the real danger was that he 
was intimidating her into abdicating her life, her will, her existence... 
into giving herself over to his control. By his threats of what he would 
do to her once she again knew who she was, he was dictating her life, 
enslaving her. If she went along with his will, then it was only because 
she surrendered hers. 

She couldn’t allow herself to think that way. Her life meant more 
than that. She may be his captive, but she was not his slave. A slave 
was a state of mind. She was not a slave. 


She would not surrender her will to him. She would have her life 
back. 

Her life was hers alone and she would have it back. Nothing Jagang 
could do, nothing he could threaten her with, could take that away 
from her. 

Kahlan felt a tear of joy roll down her cheek. 

That man she didn’t even remember had just given her the will to 
take her life back, the fire to live. It felt like the first real breath she 
had taken since she had lost her memory. 

She only wished she could thank him. 


Chapter 58 

Nicci marched through the vast hall of the People’s Palace trailing 
Cara, Nathan, and a gaggle of guards. Every time someone called 
Nathan “Lord Rahl,” it set her nerves on edge. She knew it was 
necessary, but in her heart the only Lord Rahl was Richard. 

She would have given just about anything to see his gray eyes 
again. Being in the palace made it seem she could almost feel his 
presence all around her. It was the spell the palace was built around, 
she supposed. The palace was built in the form of a spell for the Lord 
Rahl. Richard was the Lord Rahl. At least in her mind. 

To be fair, she knew there were others—Cara, for one—who felt the 
same. When she was alone with Cara, which was often, the two of 
them seemed to share understanding without words being needed. 
Both shared the same anguish. Both of them wanted Richard back. 

Cara stepped forward, leading them through a network of small 
service hallways to an iron stairway up a dark well. Reaching the top, 
she threw open the door. They were greeted with cold light as they 
stepped out onto the observation deck. Being right out at the edge of 
the outer wall, at the edge of the plateau, felt like standing on the 
edge of the world. 

Down below, spread like a black taint almost to the distant horizon, 
was the army of the Imperial Order. 

“See what I mean?” Nathan said as he stepped up beside her, 
pointing out the construction in the distance. It was hard to see at 
first, but it quickly began to make sense. 

“You're right,” she said. “It does look like a ramp. Do you think they 
can actually build a ramp all the way up here?” 

Nathan gazed out at the site, studying it for a moment. “I don’t 
know, but I would have to say that if Jagang is going to all the trouble 
of doing such a thing, it can only be because he has reason to believe 
that he can accomplish it.” 

“If they make it up here with a ramp that broad,” Cara said, “we’re 
in trouble.” 

“More like ‘dead,’ “ Nathan said. 

Nicci studied what the men of the Order were doing, and the 
distance to the site of the work. “Nathan, you’re a Rahl. This place 
amplifies your power. You ought to be able to send some wizard’s fire 
down there and blow that thing apart.” 

“My thought, too,” he said. “I suspect that they have Sisters down 
there with shields to prevent anyone up here from doing just that. I’ve 
not probed for such defenses, and I’ve not tried anything yet. I want to 
wait until they’ve been at it for quite a while longer—to make them 
feel complacent. Then, when they have some more done, and they’re 


closer, and when I finally do hit them, I'll have a better chance of 
doing some real damage. If I’m able to destroy it now, they won’t have 
lost much. Better to wait until they’ve already put a great deal more 
time and work into it.” 

Nicci frowned up at the tall prophet. “Nathan, you are a very 
devious man.” 

He smiled a Rahl smile. “I prefer to think of myself as ingenious.” 

Nicci went back to surveying the camp out beyond the site of the 
construction. It was just far enough away to provide their gifted with 
plenty of time to react to an attack. Nicci had spent enough time with 
Jagang’s army to know a great deal about the way they thought. She 
knew the layers of defenses that Jagang’s officers and gifted would 
place around the army. And some of those gifted were Sisters of the 
Dark. 

“Look at that,” she said, pointing. “It looks like a supply train is just 
arriving.” 

Nathan nodded. “Winter will be here shortly. The army looks like 
they’re not going anywhere, so they will need a lot of supplies to keep 
all those men alive over the winter.” 

Nicci considered what could be done, finally deciding that, from 
where they stood, very little. “Well, Richard sent the army south to 
the Old World to attack their supply trains, among other things. Let’s 
hope they’re effective and can accomplish the task. If all those men 
starve to death that would solve our problem. In the meantime, I'll 
devote some thought to what we might be able to do to help them 
die.” 

She turned away from the depressing view of the encampment, and 
the supply train bringing all those men what they needed to stay and 
lay siege to the palace. 

“Come on,” she said to Nathan. “I need to get back, but why don’t 
you show me before I leave.” 

Nathan took them down through the palace by the smaller, staff 
areas, rather than the vast halls. It was a quick descent through the 
stone interior of the palace, taking them ever lower into the dark, 
inner regions beneath the palace that were what most people never 
saw. There were elegant if simple stone halls even in these unseen 
places. Without elaborate decoration, they were made of polished 
stone in places, and rich woods in others. These were the private 
corridors used by the Lord Rahl and his staff. 

Nicci had come to the People’s Palace to pay a visit to the Garden of 
Life. After that, she had checked to see how Berdine was doing in her 
search for information, and how Nathan was getting on. They had 
wanted to tell her details of their difficulties; she hadn’t really wanted 


to take the time but she made herself listen patiently. 

After having again seen the place where the boxes of Orden had 
been, she had been too distracted to be able to really focus on what 
they were telling her. This time she saw the deserted Garden of Life 
differently, getting a feel for where Darken Rahl had opened the 
boxes, for where they had sat. She had studied the position of the 
room, the amount of light, the angles to various known star charts in 
addition to how the sun and moon transverse the place, and the area 
where the spells had been invoked. 

Since translating The Book of Life, Nicci viewed the Garden of Life in 
a different way. She saw it through the context of the magic of Orden 
and how the room had been used. It had given her a valuable insight 
into the last place the boxes had been used. Such practical reference 
had answered some questions she’d had, and confirmed some of the 
conclusions she’d come to. 

At last Nathan reached a set of double doors with guards standing 
before them. He gestured and the men opened the pair of white doors. 
Beyond was a wall of white stone that looked as if it had partly 
melted. 

“Have you been in there?” she asked the prophet. 

“No,” he admitted. “At my age I try to stay out of tombs as much as 
I can.” 

Nicci stepped over the low ledge at the same time as she ducked 
through the low opening. “Wait here,” she said to Cara, who had been 
about to follow her in. 

“Are you sure?” 

“This involves magic.” 

Cara wrinkled her nose as if she had gotten a whiff of sour milk, 
and waited outside along with the prophet. 

Nicci sent a spark of Han into a torch to the side. After all this time 
it still lit. She saw then that the huge vaulted room was constructed of 
pink granite. The floor was white marble. On the walls all around 
were dozens and dozens of gold vases, each set in the wall beneath a 
torch. Nicci absently counted them. Fifty-seven. It appeared to her to 
be a number that had meaning. Probably the vases and torches 
represented the age of the man in the coffin in the center of the room. 

The place was troubling, and not just because it was a crypt. She 
trailed her fingers along the symbols cut into the granite walls just 
beneath the vases. The words that ran around the entire room and 
around the golden coffin were High D’Haran. The inscriptions were 
instructions from a father to a son on the process of going to the 
underworld and returning. Quite the legacy. 

Such spells contained Subtractive Magic. That was what was 


causing the walls to melt. Containing them by walling the place over 
with special stone had slowed the process greatly, but had not halted 
it entirely. 

“Well?” Nathan asked, poking his head in through the melted hole. 
“Any ideas?” 

Nicci stepped out, brushing off her hands. “I don’t know. I don’t 
think there’s any imminent danger, but this involves dark things so 
there’s a chance I’m wrong. I think it would be best to shield it behind 
an invocation of threes.” 

Nathan nodded in thought. “You want to do it? Lace it with 
Subtractive?” 

“It would be best if you did it. You’re a Rahl. That would be more 
effective. Even if I used Subtractive, this in here already has both 
mixed in, and it was created by a Rahl. Such power could breach any 
invocation I could create in here under the limitations of the 
protective spell of the palace.” 

He considered only briefly. “I will see to it at once.” Nathan cast a 
look back at the crypt. “Any idea what’s causing this spell to burn 
through?” 

“Off the top of my head Id say it was activated by one of the boxes 
of Orden having been opened up in the Garden of Life. I suspect they 
created a sympathetic reaction of some sort. It’s not yet active enough 
lor me to tell the purpose of the Subtractive element, but the words 
inscribed on the coffin and walls indicate that the constituent 
composition in there was intended to be used to aid in the acquisition 
of the power of Orden, so they act in a harmonic response after having 
been in the vicinity of that specific power.” 

Nathan nodded in thought. “All right. PI do an invocation of threes 
and keep my eye on it.” 

“T have to get back. I will check back later, just to see if you’ve had 
any word from Richard and to see how the Order is getting along out 
there.” 

“Tell Zedd that I have everything well in hand, and I have the 
enemy surrounded.” 

Nicci smiled. “PI tell him.” 


On her way through the vast halls of the palace, with Cara at her 
side, Nicci was lost in thought. She was unsure of what to do next. 
There were troubling problems descending from every direction. Most 
felt shadowy and ill defined. There was no one with whom she could 
really discuss all the things going through her mind. Zedd was a help 
in some of it, while Cara was good to talk to for other things. 

But Richard was the only one who would be able to grasp the ways 


in which she was beginning to understand fundamental issues. 
Richard, in fact, was the one to introduce her to the concept of 
creative magic. She still clearly remembered that talk with him, one 
night at camp. It was one of the many defining moments with Richard. 

There were also things Richard needed to know. There were 
incidents involving him and the boxes of Orden that were troubling, to 
say the least. In a way, he had built a fire under ingredients that were 
not merely dangerous but were beginning to bubble and boil and 
could possibly combine on their own in the most insidious ways if 
action wasn’t taken. 

There were prophecies involved that, not being a prophet, she didn’t 
trust herself to understand. There were other prophecies that she was 
beginning to think she understood all too well and could not avoid 
taking into consideration. 

Primary among those was the prophecy that said, “In the year of the 
cicadas”—which this was—”when the champion of sacrifice and 
suffering, under the banner of both mankind and the Light, finally 
splits his swarm”—which Jagang had done—”thus shall be the sign 
that prophecy has been awakened and the final and deciding battle is 
upon us. Be cautioned, for all true forks and their derivatives are 
tangled in this mantic root. Only one trunk branches from this 
conjoined primal origin.” This was the time, succeed or fail, all or 
nothing, the watershed moment, that would forever set the course for 
the future. “If fuer grissa ost drauka does not lead this final battle, then 
the world, already standing at the brink of darkness, will fall under 
that terrible shadow.” 

That prophecy, she was beginning to see, was tangled in the boxes 
of Orden, but she couldn’t quite grasp how. From time to time she felt 
on the brink of understanding, but she could never quite break 
through to it. There was something just beneath the surface of that 
prophecy that she knew was key. 

At the same time, she felt that events were cascading, unrestrained, 
and she had to do something before those events tumbled out of 
control. With each passing day, she knew that options would continue 
to close for them. The Sisters of the Dark having put the boxes in play 
had already cut off their ability to use the power of Orden for its 
intended purpose: to counteract the ignition of the Chainfire event. 
With Chainfire contaminated by the chimes, they were rapidly losing 
the ability to use their gift to correct the damage. 

There was no telling how much longer any of them would have 
sufficient control of their gift necessary to be of any use in overcoming 
any of the obstacles they faced. 

At the same time, The Book of Life had come to have meaning for 
her that she could never have imagined. She had also studied several 


very obscure books Zedd had found for her on Ordenic theory. They, 
too, had added depth to her understanding, but all of that only 
seemed to open other areas to bigger questions. 

Startled, Nicci halted and looked up. “What was that?” 

“The bell for devotion,” Cara said, looking a little puzzled at Nicci’s 
reaction. 

Nicci watched people begin to gather before a nearby square with a 
pool in the center. The pool, with a large, dark rock set off center, was 
opened to the sky. 

“Perhaps we should go to devotion,” Cara said. “It sometimes helps 
when you're troubled, and I can tell that you are definitely troubled.” 

Nicci frowned at the Mord-Sith, wondering how she knew that 
something was troubling her. She supposed that it really wasn’t all 
that hard to tell. 

“T don’t have time to go to devotion,” Nicci said. “I have to get back 
and figure this out.” 

Cara didn’t look like she thought that was a good idea. She held a 
hand out toward the square. 

“Thinking about Lord Rahl might help.” 

“Thinking about Nathan is not going to do me any good. I don’t care 
if everyone thinks that Nathan is the Lord Rahl. Richard is Lord Rahl.” 

Cara smiled. “I know. That’s what I meant.” She took Nicci by the 
arm, drawing her toward the pool. “Come on.” 

Nicci stared at the woman as she was being dragged along, and then 
said, “I suppose it couldn’t hurt to stop for a short time to think about 
Richard.” 

Cara nodded, looking somehow very wise at that moment. People 
respectfully made way for the Mord-Sith as she strode up to a spot 
near the pond. Nicci saw that there were fish gliding through the dark 
waters. Before she knew it, she was kneeling with Cara, putting her 
forehead to the floor. 

“Master Rahl guide us,” the crowd began chanting in one voice, 
“Master Rahl teach us. Master Rahl protect us. In your light we thrive. In 
your mercy we are sheltered. In your wisdom we are humbled. We live only 
to serve. Our lives are yours.” 

Nicci added her voice to the others, and together they lifted to 
reverberate through the halls. The words “Master Rahl” and Richard 
seemed indistinguishable to her. They were one in the same. 

Almost against her will, Nicci’s turbulent thoughts quieted as she 
softly chanted the words along with everyone else. 

“Master Rahl guide us. Master Rahl teach us. Master Rahl protect us. In 
your light we thrive. In your mercy we are sheltered. In your wisdom we 
are humbled. We live only to serve. Our lives are yours.” 


She lost herself in the words. The sunlight was warm on her back. 
The next day was the first day of winter, but inside Lord Rahl’s palace 
the sun was warm, much like up in the Garden of Life. It seemed odd 
in that Darken Rahl, and his father, Panis, were the Lord Rahl before, 
making this place the seat of evil. 

She realized, though, that the place was only that—a place. The 
man was what mattered. The man made the defining difference. The 
man set the tone that others followed, either rightly or wrongly. In a 
way, the devotion was the formal statement of that concept. 

“Master Rahl guide us. Master Rahl teach us. Master Rahl protect us. In 
your light we thrive. In your mercy we are sheltered. In your wisdom we 
are humbled. We live only to serve. Our lives are yours.” 

Those words reverberated in Nicci’s mind. She missed Richard so 
much. Even though his heart belonged to someone else, she just 
missed seeing him, seeing his smile, talking to him. If that was all she 
could ever have, that was enough to sustain her. Just his friendship, 
his value in her life, and hers in his. 

Just Richard being happy, being alive, being... Richard. 

Our lives are yours. 

Nicci abruptly rose up on her knees. 

She understood. 

Puzzled, Cara frowned up at her as everyone else chanted. “What’s 
wrong?” 

Our lives are yours. 

She knew what she had to do. 

Nicci stood in a rush. “Come on. I have to get back to the Keep.” 

As they ran together through the halls, Nicci could hear the 
whispering sound of voices rising up together to echo reverently 
through the vast corridors. 

“Master Rahl guide us. Master Rahl teach us. Master Rahl protect us. In 
your light we thrive. In your mercy we are sheltered. In your wisdom we 
are humbled. We live only to serve. Our lives are yours.” 

Nicci felt herself lost in words that suddenly had meaning for her 
that they had never had before. 

She understood how it all fit together, at last, and knew what she 
had to do. 


Zedd rose from his chair at the desk in the little room when he saw 
Nicci standing in the doorway. The lamplight softened his familiar 
face. “Nicci, you’re back. How are things at the People’s Palace?” 
Nicci hardly heard the question. Answering it was beyond her. Zedd 
stepped closer, concern settling in his hazel eyes. 


“Nicci, what’s wrong. You look like a phantom come to haunt the 
halls.” 

She had to force herself to speak. “Do you trust Richard?” 

Zedd’s brow drew down. “What kind of question is that?” 

“Do you trust Richard with your life?” 

Zedd gestured with one arm. “Of course. What’s this about?” 

“Do you trust Richard with everyone’s life?” 

Zedd gently gripped her arm. “Nicci, I love that boy.” 

“Please, Zedd, do you trust Richard with everyone’s life?” 

The concern in his eyes overspread his face, deepening the creases. 
He finally nodded. “Of course I do. If there was ever anyone I would 
trust with my life, or the life of anyone, it would be Richard. After all, 
I’m the one who named him to be Seeker.” 

Nicci nodded as she turned. 

“Thank you, Zedd.” 

He lifted his robes a little as he hurried after her. “Do you need 
some help with something, Nicci?” 

“No,” she said. “Thank you. I’m fine.” 

Zedd at last nodded, taking her word for it, and returned to the 
book he was studying. 

Nicci walked through the halls of the Keep without seeing them. She 
moved as if following an invisible glowing line to her destination, the 
way Richard said he could follow the glowing lines of a spell-form. 

“Where are we going?” Cara asked, rushing to follow behind. 

“Do you trust Richard? Trust him with your life?” 

“Of course,” Cara said without an instant of hesitation. 

Nicci nodded as she continued on. 

She passed corridors, intersections, rooms, and stairs without really 
seeing them. In a daze of purpose, she finally reached the hardened 
area of the Keep and the grand room where the verification web had 
nearly taken her life. She would have died had it not been for Richard. 
He insisted on finding a way to save her when no one else believed it 
could be done. 

She trusted Richard with her life, and her life was very precious to 
her, thanks to him. 

At the double doors, Nicci turned to Cara. “I need to be alone.” 

“But I—” 

“This involves magic.” 

“Oh,” Cara said. “Well, all right, then. I’ll just wait out here in the 
hall in case you need anything.” 

“Thank you, Cara. You’re a good friend.” 

“I never had any real friends—friends really worth having—until 


Lord Rahl came along.” 

Nicci smiled a little. “I never had anything worth living for until 
Richard came along.” 

Nicci closed the double doors. Behind her, the two-story windows 
flickered with lightning. Nicci didn’t know if she had ever been in that 
room when there wasn’t a storm. 

Now the whole world was caught in a storm. 

When the lightning flashed the room lit with the harsh glare. There 
was one thing in the room, however, that did not register the touch of 
even such intense light. It waited like death itself. 

Nicci laid The Book of Life open on the table before the inky black 
box of Orden sitting in the center of the table. It seemed that every 
time the lightning tried to ignite, that black box swallowed the light 
before it could really get started. Staring at it was like looking into 
forever. 

Nicci invoked the first spell, calling forth darkness to match the 
impossible blackness of the grim box sitting before her. She reminded 
herself that, like the People’s Palace, it was the person who denned it. 
With a thunderclap of power filling the room, the door was barred. No 
one could enter. The containment field of the windows no longer 
mattered. She had conjured something more powerful. The room was 
silent and pitch black. Nicci’s vision came from the powers she had 
called forth. 

She spoke the words written on the next page, invoking the next 
spell that opened the pathway for the governing formulas. She used a 
sliver of Subtractive Magic to void a razor-thin piece of flesh at the tip 
of her finger, and used the blood that began to ooze to begin drawing 
the diagrams needed before the box of Orden. As more blood ran from 
the open wound, she drew a containment field around the box itself. It 
was something like the field of the room, but on a much more intense 
scale. Without being contained first, such power as was liberated from 
the box of Orden could unintentionally breach the veil, but in a way 
that would kill only the person attempting what Nicci was attempting. 

Almost not needing to read the book that she had been studying for 
what seemed half her life, she went on to the equations involving the 
time of year: the first day of winter. 

Once that was completed, she drew the two opposing symbols and 
the joint of the apex from the proper charts in blood. 

It went on, one intense formula after another, for the next hour, 
with calculations bringing the resultant layer of magic forth to be 
folded into the next step. Each node in the book required that only the 
appropriate level of power be applied. At each spot, Nicci let it flow 
forth without reservation. 


There was no other way. 

As the night wore on, the lines of the spell built around the box—in 
some ways like the Chainfire verification web, with lines that glowed 
green. But others were a pure white, while yet others were 
constructed of Subtractive elements and they were blacker than black, 
looking like nothing so much as voids in the world where the lines 
belonged, like slits looking into the underworld. 

When Nicci completed the last incantation, she finally heard the 
whisper of Orden itself, confirmation that she had done everything 
properly. Yet it was not so much a voice as a force that formed the 
concept in her mind. 

The power is open, it whispered through the darkness, in words that 
felt like ice cracking. 

“T call upon this time, this place, this world to turn with this play of 
the boxes of Orden.” 

Name the player. 

Nicci placed her hands on the dead black box before her. 

“The player is Richard Rahl,” she said. “Heed his will. Do his 
bidding if he proves worthy, kill him if he does not, destroy us all if he 
fails us.” 

It is done. From this moment forward the power of Orden is in play by 
Richard Rahl. 

Prophecy said, “If fuer grissa ost drauka does not lead this final 
battle, then the world, already standing at the brink of darkness, will 
fall under that terrible shadow.” 

Nicci had come to realize that if Richard was to win, he must be the 
one leading them in this final battle. The only way to lead was for him 
to have the boxes in play. In that way, he truly would be the 
fulfillment of prophecy: fuer grissa ost drauka—the bringer of death. 

Prophecy said that they had to follow Richard, but it was more than 
prophecy. Prophecy only expressed the formality of what Nicci knew, 
that Richard embodied the values that promoted life. 

They weren’t really following prophecy; prophecy was following 
Richard. 

This was the ultimate following of Richard, following him in what 
he did with the boxes of Orden, in what he did with life and death 
itself. This was the ultimate test of who he was, who he would be, 
who he would become. 

Richard himself had named the terms of the engagement when he 
spoke to the D’Haran troops, telling them how the war would be 
fought from now on: all or nothing. 

This could be no different. 

It now truly was all or nothing. 


Ulicia and her Sisters of the Dark had likewise opened the gateway 
to the power of Orden. The struggle was now truly in balance. If Nicci 
was right about Richard, and she knew she was, then two forces now 
properly were engaged in the struggle that would decide it all. 

If fuer grissa ost drauka does not lead this final battle, then the world, 
already standing at the brink of darkness, will fall under that terrible 
shadow. 

They had to trust in Richard in that struggle. For that reason Nicci 
had to put the boxes of Orden into play in Richard’s name. The Sisters 
of the Dark no longer were the exclusive arbiters of the power of 
Orden. In that sense, Nicci had just put Richard into play, giving him 
the ability to win this struggle. 

Without what she had just done, he could not win, much less 
survive. 

Nicci seemed to drift in a world apart. When she finally opened her 
eyes, the storm had ended. 

The first rays of light were just touching the windows. 

It was dawn, on the first day of winter. 

Richard had one year to open the correct box. 

Everyone’s life was now in his hands. 

Nicci trusted Richard with her life. She had just entrusted 
everyone’s life to him. 

If she couldn’t trust Richard, then life wasn’t worth living. 


Be sure to look for the next and concluding book 
in the Sword of Truth series. 
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